
Localist Movements in
a Global Economy

David J. Hess

Sustainability, Justice, and Urban
Development in the United States



Localist Movements in a Global Economy



Urban and Industrial Environments
Series editor: Robert Gottlieb, Henry R. Luce Professor of Urban and 
Environmental Policy, Occidental College

For a list of the series, see pages 321–323.



Localist Movements in a Global Economy
Sustainability, Justice, and Urban Development 
in the United States

David J. Hess

The MIT Press 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 
London, England



© 2009 Massachusetts Institute of Technology

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any 
electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or informa-
tion storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

For information on quantity discounts, email special_sales@mitpress.mit.edu.

Set in Sabon by SNP Best-set Typesetter Ltd., Hong Kong. Printed and bound 
in the United States of America.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hess, David J.
Localist movements in a global economy : sustainability, justice, and urban 
development in the United States / David J. Hess.
p. cm.—(Urban and industrial environments)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-262-01264-5 (hardcover : alk. paper)—ISBN 978-0-262-51232-9 
(pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Sustainable urban development—United States. 2. Globalization. 
3. Central-local government relations. I. Title.
HC110.E5H47 2009
338.973′07091732—dc22
 2008035958

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Contents

Acknowledgments  vii
Introduction  1

1 Global Problems and Localist Solutions  23

2 Economic Development and Localist Knowledge  67

3 Can Localism Be Just and Sustainable?  95

4 The Politics of Local Retailing  113

5 The Challenges of Urban Agriculture  135

6 Local Energy and the Public Sector  161

7 Localism and the Media  185

8 Policies for an Alternative Economy  213

Conclusion  241
Notes  259
Bibliography  281
Index  313





Acknowledgments

This book is based partly on research funded by the National Science 
Foundation under the title “Sustainable Technology, the Politics of 
Design, and Localism” (SES-00425039). Any opinions, fi ndings, conclu-
sions, or recommendations expressed in this book are my own and do 
not necessarily refl ect the views of the National Science Foundation or 
others who are acknowledged. Under the grant, I had the opportunity 
to team-teach a course with Langdon Winner on sustainability and local 
democracy, and I worked with him to supervise a team of four graduate 
research assistants (Richard Arias-Hernández, Colin Beech, Rachel 
Dowty, and Govind Gopakumar). The graduate students developed 
some of the case studies that are discussed in chapters 4 and 5, and the 
grant also provided me with the resources needed during a sabbatical 
semester to conduct site visits and other case studies that are discussed 
in chapters 4–6. The thirty case studies that provide the background for 
this book are now posted on my website (www.davidjhess.org). Langdon 
graciously read some of the chapters and commented on them. I also 
greatly appreciate the willingness of the many people who consented to 
be interviewed for the case studies. I wish to thank especially Jim Boon, 
Leanne Krueger-Braneky, Betsy Johnson, and Ray Schutte.

I appreciate comments from the graduate students who read a draft 
of the book: Jennifer Barton, Doug Clark, Jessica Kyle, Anna Lamprou, 
Jennifer Maniere, and Ross Mitchell. Attorney Harry Miller provided 
some important insights into the differences among types of nonprofi t 
organizations and the fi duciary limitations of privately held corpora-
tions. Comments on various aspects of the work from colloquia at the 
University of Illinois and Virginia Tech were also helpful. My long-term 



viii  Acknowledgments

colleague Patric Giesler has infl uenced my attention to the internal diver-
sity and variation of a social phenomenon. MIT Press editor Clay Morgan 
and series editor Robert Gottlieb oversaw a very helpful peer-review 
process that led to signifi cant improvements. Melanie DuPuis also read 
the entire manuscript. Although she may not agree with all of my analy-
ses, her comments were invaluable.

I also wish to thank the people who helped build Capital District Local 
First, Inc. During the time I spent attending meetings of that nonprofi t 
organization and various national conferences of its national umbrella 
organization, the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies, I learned 
a great deal about localism. My hope is that this book will be valuable 
not only for academic researchers but also for people involved in the 
localist movement who want a broader perspective on both challenges 
and potentials that localism offers for enhancing environmental sustain-
ability and social justice.

There may be some overlap of content with the following previously 
published essays: “Enhancing Justice and Sustainability at the Local 
Level: Affordable Policies for Local Government” (Local Environment, 
2007); “Localism and the Environment” (Sociology Compass, 2008), 
and “What Is a Clean Bus?” (Sustainability: Science, Policy, and Practice, 
2007). A contractual agreement provides permission for republication of 
any overlapping material. I began my discussion of localism in chapter 
6 of the companion volume, Alternative Pathways in Science and Indus-
try (MIT Press, 2007).



Localist Movements in a Global Economy





Introduction

It is 7 o’clock on a Thursday evening, and people are headed to a meeting 
of the “local fi rst” business association of Springfi eld. The members have 
come together under the banner of supporting the locally owned inde-
pendent businesses in their community. They are a politically diverse 
group, and they try to leave their partisan politics at the door. For 
example, Abby works for a microfi nance organization that assists Spring-
fi eld’s minority-owned small businesses. Ben works for a large retail food 
cooperative and is heavily involved in sustainable local agriculture. Cathy 
works for a reuse center that provides job training for at-risk youth, but 
she also sees her work as helping to solve the problem of solid waste. 
Daniel, an independent software developer who is involved in a cam-
paign against Wal-Mart, was arrested in the Seattle demonstrations 
against the World Trade Organization. Edna, who runs an independent 
bookstore, is facing debilitating competition from the chain stores, and 
is coming to the meeting partly because “buy local” campaigns have 
become a cornerstone of independent bookstores’ survival. Frank, a 
political conservative who runs a hardware store, has seen sales dwindle 
since a “big-box” store came to his neighborhood and has come to the 
conclusion that life was much better in the era of small, neighborhood 
retail shops.

The names and identities of the people involved in Springfi eld’s “local 
fi rst” organization are fi ctitious, but the diversity of motives for joining 
an “independent business association” (that is, a nonprofi t organization, 
usually restricted to a metropolitan region, that brings together small 
businesses and other organizations that are locally owned and not part 
of a franchise, a corporate chain, or a national nonprofi t organization) 
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is characteristic of what I have experienced in three years of involvement 
in localist politics in the United States. By 2008 there were about 100 
independent business associations across the United States that were 
affi liated with either the American Independent Business Alliance 
(AMIBA) or the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies (BALLE). 
The annual meetings of BALLE provided one gathering point for the 
movement. At those meetings, owners of small businesses, offi cials from 
local governments, and representatives of nonprofi t organizations could 
hear talks by localist leaders and attend dozens of smaller “break-out” 
sessions. The topics included community capital, employee ownership, 
fair trade, “green” buildings, inner-city entrepreneurship, local food, and 
renewable energy.

Advocates of independent businesses and nonprofi t organizations 
argue that locally owned and locally controlled organizations are the 
backbone of the economy and provide leadership in local civil society 
and politics. They sometimes also claim that such organizations provide 
good job opportunities and that they are more responsive than large 
corporations to concerns about a region’s quality of life and environ-
ment. More generally, advocates of what is often called “localism” see 
invigorating locally owned independent businesses as the basis for build-
ing and maintaining not only a region’s economic well-being but also 
its environmental, political, and social well-being. In this book, I will 
examine those and related premises with the aim of developing a better 
understanding of a variety of social change efforts directed at revitalizing 
local ownership and local democracy.

Localism, Globalization, and Localization

The idea of localism engenders many controversies, of which perhaps 
the most basic is the defi nition of the term “localism” itself. Many 
researchers have recognized that the historical changes generally referred 
to as “globalization” have brought about a paradoxical reemergence of 
the local; indeed, it is widely assumed that globalization and localization 
are two sides of the same coin. As a result, to understand localism and 
localization, it is necessary to begin with a basic understanding of 
globalization.1
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From an economic perspective, globalization is a historical change 
characterized by the increasing complexity and density of global supply 
chains, the internationalization of fi nance, and the concentration of 
wealth in large multinational corporations and the elites who benefi t 
from them. Far from a natural evolution driven by economic laws such 
as increasing returns to scale, the economic changes have been guided 
by national policies and international treaties that support trade liberal-
ization, reduce welfare-state obligations, restructure markets, and facili-
tate industrial consolidation. The changes have generated enormous 
wealth, but inequalities in the distribution of wealth have increased in 
many countries, including the United States.

From a political perspective, globalization involves the weakening of 
the capacity of a nation-state to direct and organize its economy. Although 
small post-colonial governments have long experienced such limitations, 
even powerful national governments such as that of the United States 
have found their economic sovereignty limited by the growing web of 
international treaties, international governmental organizations, multi-
national corporations, trade relationships, and transnational civil-society 
organizations. Furthermore, state and city governments have developed 
their own relationships to the global economy that, to some degree, 
bypass national politics and policies. Government, at all levels, has 
undergone changes as functions once deemed to be the proper purview 
of governments have been passed on to the nonprofi t and private sectors 
and as representative decision making by elected and appointed offi cials 
has been displaced by governance among stakeholders. As a result, 
“democracy defi cits” have become more prominent, not only at the 
international level (where the global population lacks the franchise), but 
also at the national and local levels. Such changes have tended to block 
political opportunities for redress of local claims through conventional 
political channels. Because political opportunities can be blocked, the 
conditions are set for the emergence of anti-globalization and localist 
movements.

Along with the economic and political transformations have come 
tremendous social changes. Previously important forms of identity, such 
as working-class and national identities, have been reconfi gured. The 
growth of the Internet and the availability of air travel to the masses 
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have enabled the proliferation and maintenance of identities linked to 
transnational and translocal communities, such as identities based on 
ethnicity, religion, lifestyle, hobbies, or occupational interest. Local, 
place-based identities have also been reconfi gured as people have come 
to see their home towns through the lens of comparison with other places 
and times. They may fi nd the environmental side effects of local industry 
and the visible deterioration of neighborhoods unacceptable, especially 
if they have seen alternative models as they are being developed through-
out the world.

From an ecological perspective, globalization has increased the aware-
ness of the limits on the carrying capacity of the planet. Attention to 
greenhouse-gas emissions increased after 2000, but climate change is 
only one part of a complex web of interlocking environmental and 
infrastructural crises that include persistent pollutants in the biosphere 
(including in human bodies); ongoing destruction of natural habitats by 
resource-extraction ventures and human populations; increasing demands 
for and shortages of water; technological and investment gaps for renew-
able energy; and broken, decaying, and nonexistent infrastructures in 
many of the world’s cities and rural areas. The poor often bear the great-
est burden of such changes, so environmental and social justice problems 
are also deeply intertwined. Global in scope and local in effect, the 
changing relationship between humans and the environment, and our 
understanding of that relationship, are also elements of what “globaliza-
tion” has come to mean.

One way of thinking about “the local” in an era of globalization is to 
view it as a disappearing phenomenon as the world becomes more trans-
national, cosmopolitan, de-territorialized, and culturally homogeneous. 
However, most theorists of globalization have dismissed that perspective 
as simplistic. Rather than the mere absorption of the local into the global, 
they say, we are witnessing a remaking of the relationship between the 
local and the global. The term “glocal,” which has been used to refer to 
the production of standardized goods in global commodity chains that 
simultaneously reproduce and alter local cultures through product dif-
ferentiation, represents one attempt to capture the complexities of new 
local-global relationships. Likewise, the concept of “global cities” draws 
attention to the emergence of specialized, place-based nodes in a global-
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ized economy. In a world characterized by rapidly changing local-global 
relationships, there are various forms of localization that accompany 
changes associated with globalization. I fi nd it useful to distinguish local-
ism as a movement from four other forms of localization: the technopole 
or regional industrial cluster, Internet-based hyperlocalism, environmen-
tally oriented relocalization, and political devolution.2

With respect to the fi rst type of localization, the growth of global 
political institutions, multinational corporations, transnational non-
governmental organizations, and regional trading blocks has coincided 
with a growing awareness of the importance of subnational regions and 
their direct connections to global systems. Saskia Sassen, Manuel Cas-
tells, Peter Hall, and other social scientists have explored the growth of 
“global cities” and “technopoles,” where high-tech industrial clusters 
achieve a better position in the global economy as a result of place-based 
synergies that occur with the co-location of businesses. When a business 
locates in a region that has other businesses in the same industry, it is 
possible to take advantage of informal innovation networks, a talented 
labor force, industry-appropriate fi nancial and legal services, and net-
works of linkages with regional governments and universities. All around 
the world, national and regional governments struggle to build metro-
politan industrial clusters with the hope of becoming the next Silicon 
Valley. The advantages of co-location are now well known and carefully 
cultivated. The cluster model of economic development seeks to 
strengthen the complex networks of relationships of the high-tech fi rms 
of a regional economy in order to foster a dynamic network of innova-
tive businesses in a particular industry.3

The model of the urban industrial cluster is not the only example of 
localization that has emerged in an era of globalization. In the media, 
retail, and information-technology industries there is also increasing 
discussion of “hyperlocalism”—that is, the use of localized knowledge 
and local social networks as a new source of corporate profi ts. One form 
of hyperlocalism takes local knowledge, such as knowledge about 
restaurant service and food quality, and converts it into reviews and 
commentaries that provide guidance to potential consumers. Informal, 
word-of-mouth, local knowledge is converted into nonlocal, Internet-
based discussions; in turn, the readers’ attention can be sold to local and 
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nonlocal advertisers. Another form of hyperlocalism involves retail 
chains’ use of the computerization of inventories to develop localized 
databases that customers can search. Although the fi rst phase of online 
superstores did not entail inventories for local branches of a chain, the 
next wave of databases increasingly enabled customers to fi nd out quickly 
which products are available at a local branch. What was once informal 
and local knowledge, or at least an action that involved a phone call and 
a conversation with a sales representative about which store actually has 
what items in stock, has become codifi ed, Internet-based knowledge that 
is used to attract local consumers in order to enhance the profi ts of cor-
porate retailers. Increasingly, retail chains are taking the next step in 
hyperlocal marketing by tailoring merchandise to local neighborhoods. 
A third example of hyperlocalism involves large media companies. Urban 
newspapers, in the wake of circulation declines (attributable to the 
migration of readers to the Internet), have turned to supporting local 
social networks and online communities of local interest groups. By 
becoming more deeply integrated into the local society, urban newspa-
pers are able to develop novel content that complements the readily 
available national and international content of the nonlocal media. The 
local content and social networks drive website visits and create the 
potential for new streams of advertising revenue. The three examples of 
hyperlocalism all utilize local knowledge and Internet-mediated connec-
tions with place-based communities as ways of generating new revenue, 
which in turn is converted into profi ts, usually for nonlocal 
shareholders.4

A third form of localization is directly related to environmental move-
ments. The “back to the land” movement of the 1970s had the goal of 
returning to a simpler, agrarian lifestyle in order to live in greater 
harmony with nature and to experiment with appropriate technologies 
such as organic agriculture and renewable energy. Ecovillages and other 
experimental living arrangements also involved local communities that 
aimed to achieve some degree of self-suffi ciency through more communal 
lifestyles. In the early 2000s, the Post-Carbon Institute launched the 
Relocalization Network, which helped more than 150 chapters around 
the world to develop plans and projects for life in an “energy-constrained 
future.” Considerably more pragmatic and less utopian than some of its 



Introduction  7

historical predecessors, the Relocalization Network represents another 
iteration of environmentalism and localization. Here the focus is less on 
building new types of community than on shifting existing cities and 
towns toward local self-reliance in food and energy. Although similar to 
localism, the Relocalization Network is much more driven by environ-
mental concerns and less concerned with local ownership. As a result, 
for the purposes of this book it is classifi ed as an example of localization 
but not of localism.5

A fourth example of localization involves the changing relationship 
among levels of governments. In the United States since 1980, there has 
been a general trend toward the devolution of responsibilities from the 
federal government to state and local governments. Although federal 
funding has sometimes followed devolution, in many cases the funding 
has not been adequate for the new responsibilities of state and local 
governments, and consequently the changes have in some cases created 
gaps in service delivery. Furthermore, devolution has often been accom-
panied by privatization, or the shifting of the implementation of pro-
grams from the public sector to the nonprofi t and for-profi t sectors, 
often via public-private partnerships. As the anthropologist Dorothy 
Holland and her colleagues have shown, the “outsourcing of govern-
ment” has created opportunities for local governments and civil-society 
organizations, but it has also created new patterns of exclusion. 
Furthermore, the devolution and privatization of government have 
tended to shift both local governments and civil-society organizations 
from a role of advocacy to one of service delivery. In the United Kingdom, 
similar policy changes associated with the Labour Party were called “the 
New Localism”; to avoid confusion, I will call this type of localization 
“devolution.”6

I will use the term “localism” to refer to a fi fth pattern of renewed 
emphasis on the local in a globalized world. “Localism” is understood 
here as the movement in support of government policies and economic 
practices oriented toward enhancing local democracy and local owner-
ship of the economy in a historical context of corporate-led globaliza-
tion. Although cluster-based synergies emerge in networks of locally 
owned independent businesses, they differ from the export-oriented, 
high-tech clusters that economic development offi ces favor in their quest 
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for the next technopole. The high-tech clusters may involve some local 
ownership, but in general the fi nancing of such enterprises involves 
venture capital. The goal of a high-tech start-up is an initial public offer-
ing of stock or sale to a large company, either of which leads to geo-
graphically dispersed ownership. Likewise, the Internet can be used to 
network associations of locally owned and independent businesses, and 
even to network independent business associations across countries, but 
the goal of localism is not to channel local knowledge and consumption 
into the profi ts of multinational corporations, which is the general logic 
behind hyperlocalism. Regarding the third type of localization, localism 
has an environmentally oriented strand, but it is not fundamentally 
concerned with environmental issues in the way that the Relocalization 
Network is. There are environmental dividends associated with localist 
politics, but localist politics focus on local democracy and economic 
sovereignty. Finally, although in some cases the localist goals of small-
business development mesh with those of microenterprise development 
and other market-oriented anti-poverty initiatives, localism focuses less 
on the politics of devolution and privatization and more on restoring 
economic and political democracy to communities that have increasingly 
found their worlds dominated by multinational capital.

Localism as a Movement

Is it appropriate to think of localism as a movement? There are some 
good reasons why the concept of a movement may be helpful in under-
standing localism, as opposed to thinking of it as merely a new strategy 
for owners of small businesses to act as an interest group. Although a 
diverse group of citizens and small-business owners may come together 
in a “local fi rst” meeting under the shared banner of supporting locally 
owned independent businesses and family farms, they do not come 
together only under that banner. They also meet because they are con-
cerned with global problems (addiction to oil, ongoing warfare, decay 
of old neighborhoods, rising crime and poverty), and with a general sense 
of degradation of the economy, of politics, of neighborhoods, and of the 
quality of life in a place they call home. In other words, there is a second, 
political and social dimension to localism that in many ways encom-
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passes the narrow economic calculus of local businesses that are banding 
together to resist the negative side effects of corporate consolidation. 
There is a sense of civic purpose, of not spending an evening bowling 
alone but instead spending time building something together with other 
people who share a similar concern for their community. The sense of 
opposition to the dominant direction of the world politics and economics 
is one reason why one might think of localism as a movement.7

Another reason for thinking of localism as a movement is that the 
word “movement” appears in the language of localist organizations. At 
localist conferences and meetings, I have often heard people refer to 
their activities as a movement. A more objective indication of the self-
identifi cation of localism as a movement is that at the time of writing 
there were more than 30,000 webpages that used the phrase “buy local 
movement.” In the minds of many people who support the basic princi-
ple of restoring local and independent ownership to the economy, local-
ism is a movement.

Arguably, localism is also a movement in the more technical social-
scientifi c sense, because it involves a social-change agenda based on a 
long-term, multi-organizational challenge to powerful social institutions, 
specifi cally an economy and a polity dominated by large multinational 
corporations. However, very little of the action of localist organizations 
involves street protests and other extra-institutional actions. We social 
scientists often use the criterion of extra-institutional action as an essen-
tial feature in our defi nitions of social movements. In cases where the 
repertoires of action occur mostly within existing institutions but there 
is still a multi-organizational, multi-campaign effort with a social-change 
agenda that challenges elite authority, I prefer to use the term “reform 
movement” instead of “social movement.” Furthermore, because much 
localist action takes place through the marketplace rather than in civil 
society or in the political arena, it might be better to think of localism 
in more general terms as an “alternative pathway” for social change in 
the global economy. Although I will use the term “localist movement” 
occasionally in this book, the term “alternative pathway” helps to free 
the imagination to recognize other types of reform action that are char-
acteristic of localism, such as use of the market and consumption as 
vehicles of social change.8
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As with most broad movements, the category of localism embraces a 
variety of inter-related movements, activist networks, and advocacy 
groups. The most common expressions of localism as a movement occur 
in “buy local” campaigns and in other forms of political action that are 
driven primarily by locally owned independent retail businesses and by 
locally oriented agrifood networks (a category that I will defi ne to 
include community gardening). I will explore aspects of those dimensions 
of localism in chapters 4 and 5, but I have also tried to open up thinking 
about localism by exploring what localism can and does mean in other 
industries where efforts to enhance or preserve local ownership occur. 
Examples include advocacy in favor of community choice and local 
public ownership of electricity production, better and greener public 
transportation systems, and community-oriented and community-
controlled media. Although each of the topics is vast, I have been guided 
by a general interest in exploring the extent to which localism is in a 
tradeoff relationship or a synergetic relationship with goals of social and 
environmental responsibility. As a result, rather than attempt a compre-
hensive coverage of all forms of localism, I have focused this investiga-
tion of localism on examples that make it possible to analyze the degree 
to which localist politics are consistent with or in tension with goals of 
sustainability and justice.

By interpreting localism as a movement, I will also argue that its politi-
cal goals are broadly consistent with those of the anti-corporate, anti-
globalization movement. As I will show, there is evidence to support the 
argument in the writings of localist leaders and in some of the practices 
of localist organizations. I do not deny that there are also signifi cant 
differences between the localist and anti-globalization movements. Local-
ism does not involve dramatic street protests against global fi nancial 
organizations, as the anti-globalization movement does. With a largely 
middle-class social composition (in the sense of a primary class location 
in the small-business sector and the local nonprofi t sector), localism may 
involve alliances with teamsters, students, and “turtles,” but it is not a 
labor-youth-environmental movement. Although it is important to rec-
ognize the differences with the anti-globalization movement, one should 
also recognize the points of convergence. Support of independent local 
ownership is defi ned in opposition to the increasing control of local 
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economies everywhere by large publicly traded corporations. Localist 
leaders also criticize the huge government subsidies, tax breaks, and 
incentives that go to large corporations, while small businesses are left 
to fend for themselves. In short, the loss of democracy to corporatocracy 
is a common theme for the localist and anti-globalization movements.9

Types and Ranges of Localism

The geographical scope of “local” is another controversial topic that 
warrants some initial discussion. At the upper end of the scale, the term 
can be used as an equivalent for “domestic” or “national” in the context 
of global trade. It can also refer to a country within the European Union, 
or to a North American state or province. For example, many American 
states support labels, such as “made in Vermont,” that draw attention 
to the state-level provenance of products. At a smaller scale, “local” has 
sometimes been used to refer to a neighborhood or a small city within 
a metropolitan region. In this book, “local” will designate a geographic 
scale that is generally larger than a small city or a neighborhood and 
smaller than most American states. To be specifi c, “local” will refer to 
the scale outlined by the economic-development researchers Edward 
Blakely and Ted Bradshaw:

Regional and local are used interchangeably to refer to a geographical area 
composed of a group of local government authorities that generally share a 
common economic base and are close enough together to allow residents 
to commute between them for employment, recreation, or retail shopping. (2002: 
xvi)

Although “local” in this sense could be used to refer to a rural geographi-
cal area, my focus in this book will be on metropolitan or urban regions. 
I choose this level and this urban focus because in the United States it is 
in such regions that localism as a movement has taken off.

Another defi nitional problem involves the economic dimension of 
localism. In its most “pure” or ideal form, localism involves a confl uence 
of four features: locally sourced resources or inputs into food and manu-
factured goods, production of goods by locally owned businesses, sales 
through locally owned organizations, and consumption by a population 
that shares a geographical locale with the producers and retailers. An 
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organization that exemplifi es all four features is a farm that utilizes 
mostly local inputs (by saving seeds and by using waste from one animal 
or plant as food for another), is owned locally, sells to consumers in a 
nearby city (either directly or through locally owned organizations such 
as food cooperatives), and restricts most of its sales to local customers. 
Another example is a credit union that serves a geographically restricted 
region and invests primarily in loans to members and to locally owned 
independent businesses. A third example is a community radio station 
that is funded by local donations and serves a local listening area with 
locally developed programming that focuses on local news and features. 
These three examples might be thought of as representing “pure” local-
ism, but it is obvious that even in such cases not everything is local; the 
farm’s tools and machines, the credit union’s computers and software, 
and the radio station’s broadcasting equipment are all likely to have 
come from other regions of the country or the world.10

A more common, hybrid form of localism is found among owners of 
small service businesses and Main Street retailers who have banded 
together under the threat of competition from chains and franchises. 
Because most of their wares are purchased from nonlocal producers and 
made with nonlocal inputs, the localist component involves only two of 
the four aspects of localism: local ownership and sales to local markets. 
Another example of a hybrid type of localism is a local government 
agency that provides goods and services to a region, such as a publicly 
owned utility or a public transit system. The products used, such as buses 
and fuel (diesel or natural gas), are generally not manufactured or 
extracted in the region, but the other two aspects of localism—ownership 
and sale to local customers—are present. Today, much of what passes 
as localism more closely approximates the hybrid type of small retailers 
and public agencies than the pure type. However, the pure type is useful 
to keep in mind as a yardstick against which other types of localism 
might be measured.

It is also necessary to have in mind a third concept in addition to the 
pure and hybrid forms of localism: some locally owned independent 
businesses that cater mostly to the local economy purchase some supplies 
and services from other locally owned businesses outside the region. 
Here, there is a direct relationship between independent producers in one 
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region and independent retailers in another region, and we need a third 
category to describe such local-to-local supply chains. I use the terms 
“global localism” and “alternative global economy” to describe the 
interesting transnational networks of alternative commodity chains that 
operate outside the mainstream global economy of large food, manufac-
turing, and retail corporations.11

Although there is tremendous variation in the geographical scope and 
the organizational forms associated with localism, there are important 
boundaries that fi gure in localist politics. For example, the line between 
a locally owned independent business and a publicly traded global busi-
ness is by no means easy to draw. For some publicly traded corporations, 
a group of stockholders may control a signifi cant portion of the company 
and live in the region where the company is headquartered. This type of 
organization is in some sense locally owned, but it is not “independent” 
in the sense of being closely held by a few owners who live in the region 
where they work. The distinction becomes important because publicly 
traded corporations, or start-up companies that have signifi cant equity 
from “angel” investors or from venture-capital fi rms, tend to be vulner-
able to acquisition by larger corporations. The story of the ice cream 
producer Ben and Jerry’s—once locally owned and independent—is well 
known in the localist movement. In an effort to maintain its mission of 
social responsibility, the company’s initial public offering was limited to 
residents of Vermont, but gradually the shareholders sold their stocks to 
nonlocal buyers. Eventually Ben and Jerry’s became a target for acquisi-
tion and was purchased by Unilever, a huge international fi rm that pro-
duces a wide variety of domestic household and food brands. Although 
the parent company maintained Ben and Jerry’s “peace politics” as part 
of its strategy of occupying a niche market position with a well-known 
brand, the original owners lost control of the company, and about 20 
percent of the workforce was laid off. Once a locally owned independent 
business with roots in a region and obligations to the local workforce 
and communities, Ben and Jerry’s became a local brand in a global 
business.12

Another distinction is that between localism in the modern, globalized 
economy and locally oriented production and distribution in the pre-
modern, subsistence economy. The fi rst human societies had locally 
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based economies (generally with limited inter-societal trading), and even 
in the great empires much agricultural production was for local subsis-
tence. In the United States, the frontier communities of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries engaged in locally oriented subsistence farming, 
and even the export-oriented cotton and tobacco plantations were sup-
ported by an infrastructure of locally produced food, clothing, and other 
goods. With the development of transportation and communication 
infrastructures during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (canals, 
railroads, steamships, telephones, highways, airplanes, the Internet), the 
localized subsistence economy increasingly gave way to a continental and 
then a global economy. However, the ideal of a return to the subsistence 
lifestyle reemerged in other localization movements, such as the “back 
to the land” movement, and there are some points of overlap between 
participants in those movements and participants in the localist move-
ment. Although such points of overlap exist, in twenty-fi rst century 
America localism is primarily an urban movement. The primary social 
address of localism is not the hippie farmer who wants to return to a 
simpler way of life but the local retailer, credit union, restaurant, city 
government department, radio station, or nonprofi t organization.

Localism, Sustainability, and Justice

In this book I will provide an overview of localism in the United States 
and a perspective on some of the scholarly debates that have emerged. 
In doing so, I will focus on the question of the extent to which localism 
can contribute solutions to the world’s environmental and social prob-
lems. The fi rst of my two central arguments will be that any understand-
ing of localism in the United States, not to mention in other countries, 
should take into account considerable variation, and not only across 
geographical locales but also across industries. As a result, one should 
be cautious about generalizations based on a narrow slice of localist 
politics and reform efforts. Second, the redevelopment of locally owned 
independent businesses can contribute to solving environmental and 
equality problems, but such contributions are uneven, and I am skeptical 
that localism alone can provide complete solutions. As the agrifood 
scholars E. Melanie DuPuis and David Goodman have suggested, it 
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would be a recipe for ineffectiveness to focus only on the local level of 
politics and to ignore the need to address policy problems at the state, 
federal, and global levels. DuPuis and Goodman advocate “refl exive 
politics of localism”—that is, an approach that would make localism “an 
effective social movement of resistance against globalism” (2005: 364). 
In this book, I develop their suggestion. I explore both the potentials and 
the challenges of localism across a variety of industries, and I suggest 
ways in which such refl exive politics have already emerged and can be 
developed further. There are already examples of localism that show 
concern with environmental and social justice goals and that are con-
nected with reform efforts at multiple scales. Those examples suggest the 
potential to develop a global localism that is anchored in the project of 
building an alternative global economy that potentially could be more 
effective in addressing global problems of sustainability and justice than 
a global economy dominated by large multinational corporations.13

As a background for understanding my argument, I should clarify 
what I mean by “sustainability” and “justice.” I use a defi nition of “sus-
tainability” that is more or less in line with that of the ecological econo-
mist Herman Daly, who drew attention to the ultimate question of global 
ecosystem collapse. In my rendition of his defi nition, human life is sus-
tainable if our use of global ecosystem resources is less than the ability 
of the ecosystem to replenish consumed resources (or to supply substitu-
tions), and if environmental “sinks” (pollution and waste) do not exceed 
the capacity of the global ecosystem to process them. To address sustain-
ability, we should think about the fundamental question of the carrying 
capacity of the planet and the growth logic of human societies. Because 
the growth logic of human societies is driven in part by a fi nancial system 
that rewards short-term growth in revenue and profi tability, the long-run 
solution to the underlying problem of sustainability will require develop-
ing alternative ways of organizing the global economy. The localist 
model of privately held companies with a mission of community steward-
ship and an ability to choose environmental and social values over 
growth provides one pathway for restructuring the global economy in 
an era of environmental limits.14

The ecologically oriented defi nition of sustainability does not draw 
attention to issues of justice. As most students of environmental issues 
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recognize, environmental burdens are not borne equally across the world. 
The poor, especially those who live in coastal regions or in areas subject 
to droughts in the less developed countries, are most likely to undergo 
hardship in response to climate change. Among the poor it is often 
women, children, and the elderly who shoulder the heaviest burdens of 
poverty. The poor also tend to suffer more from environmental pollu-
tion, such as the hazards of chemical plants and the effects of mineral-
extraction projects. Furthermore, when people are so poor and so 
resource constrained that they must choose between resource conserva-
tion and staying alive, they are not able to integrate sustainability con-
siderations into their livelihoods. As a result, the problem of sustainability 
is closely linked to the problem of justice. By “justice” I mean mainly 
the effects of a globalized economy on wage and income inequality and 
on the quality of life in diverse regions of the world. This focus does not 
imply that other perspectives on justice are unimportant, but my focus 
will be on distributive or social justice, understood here to involve how 
society’s goods and bads are distributed across class, geographical, 
ethnic, gender, and other social divisions. However, I will also make 
reference to the concept of procedural justice, using that term loosely to 
refer to issues of fairness in democratic process and transparency in deci-
sion making across the political system.

Matters of sustainability and justice can be understood as social prob-
lems, but sustainability and justice are also social values in the sense 
that they refer to general notions about the way the world should, 
ideally, be organized. When referring to the way values are instantiated 
in organizations, I will use the term “goals,” and often I will use 
“social and environmental responsibility goals” as a substitute for “sus-
tainability and justice.” Often such goals are considerably narrower than 
the concepts of sustainability and justice as defi ned here, but I will view 
them as aligned with the overarching values of achieving a more sustain-
able and just world. There is a range of benefi ts that localism could, in 
theory, provide for the project of building a more just and sustainable 
world, and we might think of them in terms of environmental and social 
benefi ts or dividends. However, the relationships among localism, sus-
tainability, and justice are not always as straightforward as might fi rst 
appear.
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Method and Organization

In the pages that follow, I seek to understand, explicate, and occasionally 
criticize the arguments, strategies, and projects of those who gather 
under the banner of localism today. It should be clear at the outset that 
I am optimistic about the possibilities of localism, but I also see it as a 
complex social phenomenon that has some strands that are more able 
than others to contribute solutions to global problems of sustainability 
and justice. In order to understand localism, I have become immersed in 
localist politics, not only by attending localist events as a dispassionate 
observer but also by becoming actively involved in the long and hard 
work of building an independent business association in the area where 
I live. I have accepted that challenge partly because, after decades of 
studying knowledge and social movements, I have increasingly wanted 
to bridge the gap between the academy and activism, and I am drawn 
to the prospect of building an alternative global economy that one strand 
of localism offers. I have chosen not to write about my personal experi-
ence in upstate New York because I considered it community service 
rather than fi eldwork, and ethically it is best to treat such work as pro-
viding background insight, which for me has been considerable. I prefer 
instead to use formal, semi-structured interviews as a source of data, as 
I have done in some of the chapters below. As a result, this book draws 
on a variety of sources of empirical evidence gathered between 2005 and 
2008: books, articles, and other documents written by localist advocates, 
critics, and scholars; interviews; visits to about thirty locally owned 
independent organizations that were selected for their potential to address 
problems of sustainability and of justice in a variety of industries; atten-
dance at annual conferences of BALLE and regional conferences where 
localist themes were prominent; and participation in localist networks 
and in an independent business association.

Independent business associations have been growing rapidly across 
North America, and similar efforts can be found in other parts of the 
world, especially Europe. Although a comparative perspective on local-
ism would be helpful, it is beyond the scope of the present book, which 
is limited to localism in the United States. To some extent the narrowing 
of focus is based on the empirical research that I have completed to date, 
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and to some extent the focus on the United States can be justifi ed as 
important because it examines how the world’s cradle of neoliberal glo-
balization has also produced a counter-movement that challenges the 
assumptions of the “Washington consensus.”15

To date there has been very little social-scientifi c refl ection on localism, 
and consequently there is a need for a book that steps back and probes 
the conditions, challenges, and potential of the movement. Here I adopt 
an interdisciplinary strategy that combines theoretical refl ection, empiri-
cal research, and policy analysis. In the fi rst three chapters, I draw on a 
wide range of theories about sustainability, the global corporate economy, 
and economic development. In the next four chapters, which constitute 
the empirical portion of the book, I develop an analysis of localism based 
on organizational case studies and other empirical evidence. In the fi nal 
chapters, I assess both the challenges to and the potentials of localism, 
and I examine a variety of proposals that might enhance the prospect of 
developing an alternative global economy.

In chapter 1, I explore localism as a political ideology or philosophy. 
Specifi cally, I examine the mainstream debate between neoliberal and 
liberal approaches to the global problems of environmental sustainability 
and social justice. I then consider radical alternatives in the socialist and 
communalist tradition. Localism has points in common with all four 
political positions but cannot be reduced to one or the other. Further-
more, localism draws attention less to the relationship between the 
government and the economy, which is the basis of debate between and 
within radical and mainstream political positions, than to the question 
of the relationship between the large publicly traded corporation and 
society as a whole. Likewise, localism also draws more attention to the 
problem of the rights of place-based communities to self-determination 
than to economic justice in the distributive sense of the reduction of 
poverty and protection of the working class. In common with some of 
the critics of mainstream politics, localism suggests that an economy 
based on the large publicly traded corporation may be maladapted to 
solving today’s social and environmental problems. However, the alter-
natives developed by advocates of increased local ownership are different 
from those articulated by socialists and communalists.
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In chapter 2, I consider localism as a system of knowledge and as a 
critique of the research fi eld of economic development studies. Specifi -
cally, the history of export-oriented economic development strategies in 
American cities has generated increasing awareness of the limitations of 
the strategies, and the growth of import substitution provides a comple-
mentary economic development strategy. In this chapter I examine the 
legacy of import substitution as a strategy for economic development in 
less developed countries, the reasons for the shift to export-oriented 
policies, and the reasons why trade liberalization policies have provoked 
increasing skepticism in both the more and less wealthy countries. In 
addition, I examine the arguments that have been raised against localism 
as a regional development strategy, and I review “localist research,” an 
emerging fi eld that evaluates the economic and social impact of local 
ownership.

In chapter 3, I develop a theoretical refl ection on localism by examin-
ing arguments that have been raised against the localist vision of an 
alternative global economy that could bring about a more just and sus-
tainable world order. Criticisms that localism is neither more just nor 
more sustainable than an economy based on corporate globalization are 
useful because they help sharpen our understanding of both the chal-
lenges and the potential of localism. I suggest that the criticisms cannot 
be the basis of a facile rejection of localism. Instead, one must examine 
localism as a highly variable reform movement, some elements of which 
address issues of sustainability and of justice better than others. The 
argument becomes the basis for the explorations in the next four chap-
ters, in which I consider localism in fi ve industries: retail, food, energy, 
transportation, and the media.

In chapter 4, I examine the type of localism that is organized as a 
movement in support of locally owned businesses. I compare the history 
of the anti-chain-store movement of the 1920s and the 1930s with the 
growth of grassroots “buy local” campaigns since 1995. I note a possible 
tension within the “buy local” form of localism between defense of 
locally owned independent businesses and broader goals of social and 
environmental responsibility. I also trace out the implications of the 
tension in both an analysis of organizational mission statements of 
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independent business associations and a more detailed inquiry into cases 
of selected issues that have emerged in some of the associations. Further, 
I analyze some of the patterns found in my case studies of reuse centers 
as one example of a form of retail localism where sustainability goals 
and justice goals can be found together.

In chapter 5, I review the background literature in agrifood studies, 
which is generally critical of the reformist aspirations of localism. Because 
agrifood scholars have produced the most developed academic literature 
on localism, they provide some valuable insights into the challenges of 
sustainability and justice that localism as a pathway for change faces. 
The literature focuses on local agricultural networks that connect urban 
and suburban consumers with regional farms via food cooperatives, 
farmers’ markets, locally oriented restaurants, and community-supported 
agriculture. Agrifood scholars note a disjuncture that can occur between 
local ownership and sustainable agricultural practices, a lack of concern 
with farmworkers’ rights, and some general convergences between this 
form of localism and neoliberalism. Again, I argue that one should be 
careful about generalizing from one form of localism to the movement 
as a whole or even to the food industry as a whole. I analyze case-study 
material on urban community gardening and urban nonprofi t farms to 
show that government-oriented protest politics of variable scale and 
substantial concern with issues of sustainability and justice can be found 
in this fi eld of localist politics.

In chapter 6, I examine localism in the context of municipal, regional, 
or state government ownership. I study three cases of local ownership in 
the electric power industry: public power, community choice, and con-
servation utilities. In each case I examine the potential and challenges 
with respect to producing higher levels of energy conservation and/or 
renewable energy, the effects of the organizations on low-income energy 
access and savings, and the potential for renewable energy and energy 
conservation to be confi gured as an import-substitution approach to 
economic development. In the second section of the chapter, I examine 
the greening of public transportation as a complex network of relation-
ships among transit technology innovations, government regulations, 
environmental justice groups, and the economics and practices of fl eet 
management. I examine the environmental and social dimensions of the 
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defi nitional confl icts regarding urban transit and the potential for the 
greening of public transportation to be linked to the generation of local 
businesses and economic development based on import substitution.

In chapter 7, I explore the history of media-reform movements in the 
United States and the emergence of alternative and community media as 
one strategy for opposing corporate control of the media. At both the 
national and the local level, independent media that support the goals 
of local ownership and social and environmental responsibility have 
faced severe fi nancial struggles. I examine the problem of consolidation 
of for-profi t alternative media, appropriation by and opposition from 
National Public Radio, and the potentials and pitfalls of nonprofi t own-
ership as a strategy of survival. A historical analysis of print and broad-
cast media grounds the next section, in which I examine claims about 
the grassroots and democratic potential of Internet-based media. With 
that background in mind, I go on to examine the emergence of negative 
coverage of localism in the American media and investigate the hypoth-
esis that negative coverage of localism is beginning to emerge more from 
large media corporations.

In chapter 8, I cover various proposals for policy change that would 
strengthen opportunities for creating stronger locally oriented econo-
mies. I examine new fi nancial products and new ways of thinking about 
investment that would open up capital fl ows into locally owned inde-
pendent businesses and nonprofi t organizations. I then examine policy 
changes needed at the local and national levels of government, and 
suggest how reforms in support of localism could be connected with 
other reform efforts oriented toward the social and environmental 
responsibility of multinational corporations. The policy issues outlined 
in this chapter form the basis for my assessment of localism in the con-
cluding chapter.

In this book I map out some of the underlying ideas and assumptions 
of the localist movement in the United States and some of the differences 
across industries. I weigh the environmental and social challenges of 
localism and ponder their potential consistency with, or confl icts with, 
parallel projects for economic reform. As an alternative pathway in 
urban development, localism raises fundamental questions about eco-
nomic development strategies that are based on attracting large 
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corporate manufacturers, big-box stores, and high-tech start-up compa-
nies. On that ground alone it provides a valuable way of rethinking issues 
related to the economic development, inequality, and urban and indus-
trial environments. Localism is by no means a panacea for the problem 
of rechanneling economic development in more sustainable and just 
directions, but some forms of localism can serve as ingredients in projects 
to build more democratic, just, and sustainable politics for the twenty-
fi rst century, or at least for mitigating what some believe to be an inevi-
table future of environmental and social collapse. Understanding the 
potential of localism to contribute to social and environmental respon-
sibility goals requires a perspective on the movement that explores its 
variations, its challenges, and its limitations. Much of that potential rests 
on building connections with other reform movements that seek to build 
an alternative global economy.



1
Global Problems and Localist Solutions

Can the global economy solve global problems, especially the paired 
sustainability and justice crises? In answering the question, political and 
civic leaders carve out a variety of positions based on opposing political 
ideologies that constitute a fi eld of debates over future policies. The 
mainstream debates involve various mixes of liberalism (which views 
relatively high levels of government intervention in the economy as neces-
sary and desirable) and neoliberalism (which advocates less regulation, 
lower levels of government spending, and reliance on markets to solve 
social and environmental problems). In the United States, there was a 
transition from the dominance of liberalism during the era of Presidents 
Franklin Roosevelt through Jimmy Carter to neoliberalism during and 
after the administration of President Ronald Reagan. Against the main-
stream, a radical tradition in American politics articulated a parallel set 
of differences between a state-centered, socialist approach to policy and 
a decentralized, communalist approach. In this chapter, I will map out 
the mainstream and radical debates as a background for understanding 
localism. I will argue not only that understanding the fi eld of mainstream 
and radical political ideologies is essential for grasping localism as politi-
cal thought, but also that localism cannot be reduced to the existing 
positions in the fi eld. Rather than constituting a rehash of political tradi-
tions, localism borrows from previous political ideologies but is also in 
some ways a unique response to the historical situation of corporate-led 
globalization.
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Liberalism and Neoliberalism

In the United States and other industrialized democracies, the dominant 
approach to economic and social policy from 1932 to 1980 was welfare-
state liberalism, sometimes also known as social democracy. Tolerant of 
relatively high levels of government intervention in the economy, politi-
cal leaders established policies that corrected market failures such as 
pollution and steered the economy to full employment. The policies often 
drew on Keynesian economics, which was based on the idea that the 
economy could achieve equilibrium at undesirable levels of output and 
employment, and hence government intervention was needed to bring 
the economy to a socially desirable equilibrium. As a political ideology, 
liberalism invoked a broad concept of “freedom,” such as was articu-
lated in the “four freedoms” speech of President Franklin Roosevelt. The 
four freedoms included freedom from want and positioned social welfare 
as an acceptable task of government.

During and after the 1980s an alternative perspective came to domi-
nate policy in the United States, Britain, and increasingly other countries. 
As the geographer and social theorist David Harvey has argued, neolib-
eralism also emphasized the role of government as the protector of 
freedom, but the types of freedom emphasized were those of contracting 
individuals and large fi rms. In direct contrast with the Roosevelt’s inter-
pretation of freedom, the focus on marketplace freedoms emphasized the 
rights of fi rms to engage in free trade, to hire workers without interfer-
ence from unions, and to conduct business without burdensome govern-
ment regulations and taxes. Under neoliberal policies the poor would be 
helped not by welfare and labor policies but instead by increased invest-
ment in high-technology jobs that would result in higher productivity 
and wages.1

Two of the principle policies associated with neoliberalism, trade lib-
eralization and deregulation, can be viewed as exemplars of marketplace 
freedom. The reduction and elimination of trade barriers allowed cor-
porations in wealthy countries to move production to countries where 
wages were low and profi ts were higher. Likewise, policies that disman-
tled environmental, labor, and other regulations allowed businesses to 
be free to pursue the most effi cient opportunities anywhere in the world. 
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The neoliberal perspective suggested that by freeing the marketplace 
from government interference, the global economy would become more 
economically effi cient. Small farms and stores, not to mention expensive 
factories in unionized areas of wealthy countries, would be forced to 
innovate or go out of business. The demise of local ownership that 
accompanied such changes was understood to be the result of improved 
policies that allowed marketplace effi ciencies to take their natural course, 
untrammeled by government regulation.

Neoliberals readily admit that economic liberalization causes some 
dislocations, but they view such collateral damage as necessary for the 
longer term gains of increased productivity and effi ciency. The develop-
mental scenarios for neoliberalism were roughly as follows: Factories in 
wealthy countries would close down, and the more entrepreneurial 
workers would fi nd new and even better-paying jobs in the innovation 
economy. They would earn higher wages as a result of the higher pro-
ductivity of labor in industries such as nanotechnology, biotechnology, 
fi nancial services, entertainment, and information and communication 
technologies. Meanwhile, the older manufacturing jobs would migrate 
to the low-income countries, where the rural poor would fi nd new oppor-
tunities and higher wages as they joined the urban industrial working 
class. Inequality between nations would decline, and the world as a 
whole would become more equitable.

As liberals have been quick to point out, the record for neoliberal 
policies on social inequality has not corresponded to the rosy predictions. 
Although it is true that since 1990 there has been a decline in between-
nation inequality, the improvement in global inequality is attributable 
largely to the growth of the newly industrializing Asian economies, and 
conditions have worsened in some parts of the world, especially sub-
Saharan Africa. Furthermore, inequality within many countries has 
increased, a phenomenon that has been subjected to diverse explana-
tions. In the United States, fi rms shifted their manufacturing operations 
to areas of the world with lower wages, fi rst to the American South and 
West, then increasingly to Mexico and overseas. Hourly workers in 
unionized jobs lost their bargaining power and often their jobs, and their 
transition to lower-paying service jobs has been one factor that has 
caused increasing inequality. In the less wealthy countries of the world, 
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the structural adjustment programs of the 1980s and the 1990s forced 
economic changes that resulted in the rapid growth of urban slums. A 
liberal might admit that the neoliberal promise of a “tide that lifts all 
boats” was fulfi lled from the limited perspective of between-nation 
inequality, but the tide ended up lifting the yachts more than the 
rafts.2

The changes associated with neoliberal policies also had direct implica-
tions for the environment. The transition to an economy independent of 
oil that had been envisioned by some members of the administrations of 
President Jimmy Carter and California Governor Jerry Brown during the 
1970s never happened, and instead government investments in renew-
able energy research were frozen or reduced. Three decades later the 
United States found itself embroiled in an unpopular war that, like previ-
ous wars of the twentieth century, was largely based on geopolitical 
rivalry over oil. As the country continued on a foreign-policy course 
oriented toward control of global oil supplies, it lost valuable time that 
could have been spent in a transition away from fossil fuels. Opportuni-
ties to “green” manufacturing, to restore habitats, and to reduce pollu-
tion were also lost.3

Mainstream political debate in the United States on the continuing 
problems of inequality and environmental degradation has been largely 
limited to advocacy of continued neoliberalization versus a return to 
liberal approaches that would sanction higher levels of government inter-
vention in the economy. Regarding environmental problems, a neoliberal 
purist would argue that rising prices for fossil fuels and new market 
opportunities for clean technologies should be the sole determinant of 
the transition from an economy dependent on fossil fuels. At the other 
extreme, an ideal typical liberal would propose huge government invest-
ment in renewable energy with mandates and targets. For neoliberals, if 
the world is running out of oil, then the price of oil should continue to 
rise, and new investments will follow. Marginal sources of oil (shale, 
deep ocean drilling, and coal liquidifi cation) or substitutes such as bio-
fuels will become profi table, and investment will fl ow into the new 
sources. Neoliberals are confi dent that the greening of the economy will 
occur in response to marketplace signals. In reply, liberals argue that the 
price signals will not come quickly or strongly enough and that the 
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signals will continue to be dampened by the failure of the market to 
capture the true value of the use of the environment as a source of new 
resources and a sink for waste deposits. As a result, much more govern-
ment intervention is needed. Occasionally a broad political consensus is 
reached in favor of some type of government intervention, but then the 
debate between neoliberal and liberal perspectives continues between 
more market-oriented policies, for example a cap-and-trade approach to 
carbon reduction, versus more interventionist policies, such as a carbon 
tax.

Regarding poverty, an ideal typical neoliberal would emphasize eco-
nomic development programs that reduce taxes for businesses that locate 
in targeted, low-income areas. Neoliberals believe that a return to gov-
ernment-supported poverty, labor, and welfare programs would plunge 
the economy into stagnation by strangling innovation and the market-
place. They argue that if liberals can be prevented from strangling the 
economy, then the twenty-fi rst century will see rising incomes, enormous 
wealth, and spreading democracy. In contrast, an ideal typical liberal 
would emphasize the need for government retraining programs, assis-
tance for the poor, education in general, and assistance to small busi-
nesses. Some proposals call for a fl oor below which no person would be 
allowed to sink. Liberals argue that neoliberal policies will plunge the 
twenty-fi rst century into increasing poverty, social instability, and ulti-
mately political instability.

Table 1.1 provides a schematic outline of mainstream political debate 
for environmental and social inequality issues. Regarding environmental 
problems, from an ideal typical neoliberal perspective the main problem 
is to identify government regulations that restrict the greening of the 
corporate sector based on profi tability considerations. Government 
policy should identify impediments to investment, such as restrictions on 
distributed generation, and remove them. From the liberal perspective 
the main problem is to identify opportunities for government investment 
in new technologies and industries that need assistance in order to reach 
economies of scale that make them competitive, and to correct for exter-
nalities such as pollution and resource withdrawal that may not be 
properly priced by markets. Regarding poverty, neoliberals emphasize 
identifying regulations and other impediments to entrepreneurialism and 
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economic development in low-income neighborhoods, whereas liberals 
emphasize the need to establish a fl oor for poverty and to fund govern-
ment-sponsored programs for education, training, and economic devel-
opment. On the whole, since 1980 the neoliberal end of the spectrum 
has tended to triumph, but many policy outcomes reveal elements of 
both strands of political thought.

As I have suggested, the positions outlined in table 1.1 are meant to 
be exemplary or ideal types; in practice the mainstream debate involves 
a wide range of contested positions, compromises, and mixed policies 
and proposals. Two examples of proposals made within the fi eld of 
mainstream political debates to address environmental problems can give 
an example of how neoliberal and liberal strands of thinking tend to 
coexist. In their 1999 book Natural Capitalism: Creating the Next Indus-
trial Revolution, Paul Hawken, Amory Lovins, and L. Hunter Lovins 
attempted to convince business readers that what was good for the envi-
ronment was also good for a corporation’s bottom line. In support of 
their win-win scenario that questioned the “profi ts-versus-environment” 
assumption, Hawken et al. discussed many technological innovations 
that could simultaneously enhance profi ts and improve the environmen-
tal performance of companies. Their emphasis on profi tability as a driver 
of greening was exemplary of green neoliberalism, and their book was 
an excellent example of thinking that has become known as eco-
effi ciency. Although those strands of thinking might lead the reader to 
classify the book as an exemplar of a neoliberal approach to corporate 

Table 1.1
Neoliberal and liberal approaches to environmental and social problems.

Neoliberalism Liberalism

Environmental 
problems

Eco-effi ciency: reduce 
government impediments to 
eco-innovation by ending 
many regulations and taxes

Green interventionism: 
increase government 
regulations to address risk, 
crises, and externalities

Social problems Developmentalism: solve 
poverty by encouraging 
economic development and 
entrepreneurialism

Welfare statism: solve 
poverty with government 
programs to provide 
assistance and training
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greening, the arguments put forward also revealed a liberal strand. Build-
ing on tax policies that have been implemented in some of the northern 
European countries, the authors suggested that a thorough tax shift was 
needed to motivate producers and consumers alike to make the dramatic 
changes in practices that would be necessary to solve the world’s envi-
ronmental crisis. For example, they called for the elimination of taxes 
on both business and personal income and their replacement with tolls 
on activities that generate emissions and waste, such as transportation, 
electricity, heating, industrial pollutants, and the use of natural resources. 
Such a high level of government intervention in the economy was more 
suggestive of liberalism, and indeed the authors were careful to distin-
guish their approach from the laissez-faire policies of pure neoliberalism. 
However, the authors generally retreated from the challenge of examin-
ing the broader relationship between the environmental crisis and global 
poverty. Although the subsequent work of Hawken would be more 
clearly classifi ed as social liberalism, this particular book suggested poli-
cies based on a greater awareness of eco-effi ciency and market-based 
solutions and some tax restructuring, but with relatively little attention 
to distributional issues.4

Another mainstream proposal, one developed at roughly the same time 
as Natural Capitalism but with a more globalist and liberal orientation, 
was the World Energy Modernization Plan. The plan was developed in 
a meeting of an international group of energy company presidents, 
economists, and policy experts who believed that the Kyoto Protocol 
process was inadequate. Addressed more to the world’s political leaders 
than to its business leaders, the World Energy Modernization Plan sug-
gested how to think about the environmental crisis from a more com-
prehensive perspective than one based on technological innovation and 
market-oriented tax reforms. As in the case of Hawken et al., one can 
fi nd strands of liberal and neoliberal thinking in the proposal. A strand 
of neoliberal thinking was evident in the support for a market-based 
emissions trading scheme, but in the liberal tradition the plan called for 
a shift in energy subsidies in industrialized countries from carbon-based 
industries to renewable ones, and it also called for government interven-
tion to reduce the consumption of fossil fuels by 5 percent per year. 
Furthermore, the plan also showed more concern than Hawken et al. 
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with global inequality by including a proposal for a renewable energy 
transfer fund, supported by small tax on international currency transac-
tions (known as a “Tobin tax”), that would bring the new technologies 
to less wealthy countries at a rate of about $300 billion per year. The 
internationalist and redistributive elements of the plan were in many 
ways continuous with the liberal or social democratic sentiment of the 
United Nations reports such as Our Common Future, which encouraged 
the world’s business and government leaders to develop a vision that 
involved government intervention in the economy to solve both environ-
mental and inequality problems.5

As the two examples suggest, concrete policy proposals to solve global 
environmental and/or social problems may tilt toward liberal or neolib-
eral political perspectives, but they often have strands of both types of 
political ideology. The categories of liberal and neoliberal are useful to 
identify and track strands of political thought, a project that may help 
one to discern the values that guide policy proposals. As the two exam-
ples show, the greening of the economy can tilt toward either neoliberal 
or liberal solutions, and it can be either more or less separated from 
concern with distributional issues raised by globalization. The political 
debate focuses on the details of such mixed proposals and what role 
the government will play in steering a transition toward a greener 
economy.

Underneath the endless positions, counter-positions, compromises, 
and standoffs that characterize the political fi eld of contestation between 
neoliberalism and liberalism is a body of unquestioned assumptions, or 
what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu described as a “doxa” of beliefs, 
that neither neoliberals nor liberals question. The fundamental elements 
of the doxa involve reducing trade barriers, opening fi nancial markets, 
harmonizing regulatory policies across world regions, and using mone-
tary policy to keep infl ation under control. The elements of the doxa are 
linked together by a common belief in a global economy that has as its 
fundamental unit the large publicly traded corporation. Other types of 
organizations may exist in the interstices of the global economy—“mom 
and pop” retail stores, micro-enterprises, cooperatives, nonprofi ts, and 
the occasional publicly owned enterprise—but they are marginal, not 
central to the economy. Rather, the corporate economy is the centerpiece 
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of a global order that ensures economic growth and technological inno-
vation, which in turn are assumed to be central to producing the greatest 
good for the greatest number.6

If the advocates of mixed neoliberal and liberal policies are correct, 
then a combination of profi t-led corporate innovation and government-
sponsored regulations and incentives will soon usher in a new generation 
of clean technologies, including carbon sequestration, biofuels from 
switchgrass, hybrid-electric fl ex-fuel and electric vehicles, ubiquitous 
solar and wind energy, hydrogen fuel cells, lightweight nanomaterials, 
bioplastics, and smart green buildings. If the redistributional and inter-
nationalist proposals of social liberalism are integrated into the greening 
of the economy, then the mixes of neoliberal and liberal environmental 
policies could also be confi gured to reduce global poverty. Furthermore, 
as the economies of the developed countries undergo greening, they will 
achieve energy independence, and they will no longer need to support 
militaries and neocolonial control of resource-rich countries. As military 
dominance recedes, terrorism could also recede, and democracy and 
peace might fl ourish. By 2050 the world’s population will have peaked, 
and the positive effects of a newly green, democratic, corporate global 
order could be visible everywhere. At that point economic growth would 
coincide with greater per capita income, and poverty would begin to 
recede even in the worst areas of the world. The debate is all about which 
types of taxes, regulatory policies, government subsidies, and technology 
transfer are needed, and what kinds of policy reforms are best, to get 
from here to there. But how realistic are the hopeful scenarios of main-
stream political debates?

Some Challenges for Mainstream Optimism

The mainstream political debates are based on the hope that the global 
economy can simultaneously undergo greening and continued economic 
growth without destroying the environment or plunging the world’s poor 
into epidemics and starvation. The hope is based on the assumption that 
technological innovation can be rapid enough to compensate for the 
environmental impact that accompanies increased economic growth, 
and that governments can provide adequate policy solutions before the 
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catastrophic environmental effects of ongoing economic growth are 
widely felt.

Critics of mainstream economics and policy have long raised skeptical 
questions about the capacity of the capitalist system to solve the world’s 
problems of social inequality. In the nineteenth century Karl Marx 
viewed the confl ict between the profi t-seeking activities of elites and the 
quality of life of the working class as generating increasing misery and 
eventually revolutionary potential in the advanced industrial societies. 
Since that time Marx’s prognosis has been partially borne out in a 
century of worker-peasant revolutions in less developed countries, includ-
ing Russia and China, but in the advanced industrial societies the class 
confl ict was kept under control by the development of the welfare state 
and collective bargaining. To some degree the wealthy, democratic coun-
tries were also able to export class confl ict to less developed countries 
by establishing terms of trade that allowed for higher wages for the 
working class of their own countries. From the Marxist perspective, the 
fundamental confl ict between the desire of owners of capital for profi t-
ability and the desire of workers for fair working conditions and wages 
did not disappear. Rather, the history of the twentieth century involved 
developing institutions to manage the confl ict, ranging from labor nego-
tiations in wealthy, democratic countries to violent repression and mili-
tary dictatorships in colonial and post-colonial countries. Awareness of 
the fundamental confl ict between labor and capital has been the basis of 
skepticism that mainstream policies will ever solve the pervasive and 
growing problems of social inequality.7

During the 1970s a related critique drew attention to another funda-
mental problem of capitalism: the confl ict between the quest for ongoing 
profi tability and the quality of the natural environment. The concern 
raised was that the ongoing quest for increased profi ts, which drives 
economic growth in general, will eventually hit a wall of ecological 
limits, because economic growth entails increasing use of natural 
resources and deposits of waste and pollution. In order to surmount the 
fundamental confl ict between economic growth and environmental 
limits, growth must coincide with the dematerialization of the economy. 
In other words, economic growth must take place in a way that reduces 
the ecological impact of the global economy. For example, if a source of 
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cheap, plentiful, clean energy were to become available, it might be pos-
sible to have 9 billion people all living at a high standard of living 
without causing the global ecosystem to crash. Such was once the promise 
of nuclear energy, and it is now replaced by visions of a wind-solar-
hydrogen economy with virtual workplaces enabled by information tech-
nology and dense cities redesigned along smart growth principles. In 
theory the large industrial corporation could be tapped to serve techno-
logical innovation in energy conservation, renewable energy, green chem-
istry, building design, and urban design. This vision of the ecological 
modernization of the economy as a solution to the confl ict between 
growth and environmental limits would require, at the minimum, gov-
ernment intervention in the economy in a manner similar to the construc-
tion of the welfare state as a means of mitigating the confl ict between 
capital and labor. In other words, in addition to building a welfare state, 
the world’s national governments would also have to build an environ-
mental state.8

Since the 1970s the world’s national governments have begun con-
structing environmental agencies and programs, but the mainstream 
scenarios of corporate greening and environmental regulation face several 
shortcomings as solutions to growth within ecological limits. One limita-
tion involves the sincerity and pace of the greening of industry. On a 
fi rst impression, the ostensible greening of large corporations appears to 
be a hopeful sign of a transition toward the scenario of dematerialization 
and sustainable production. Certainly the business press shows increas-
ing interest in corporate greening. However, when one looks a little more 
carefully at the actions of even the greenest of corporations, the record 
is often more complicated. For example, the sociologist Leslie Sklair has 
found that corporate greening is often highly opportunistic and not 
deeply embedded in corporate strategy. Even the business press has 
recognized the diffi culties that corporate environmental offi cers face 
when attempting to gain support for green innovations that do not have 
an equivalent return on investment to other investment options. From 
Sklair’s analysis and the ongoing coverage of greenwashing in both the 
business press and the environmentalist media a picture of the modern 
corporation as a Janus-faced enterprise emerges. One side looks like a 
case study of corporate greening, whereas the other side reveals a record 
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of ongoing environmental destruction and support of anti-environmental 
policies. The split in corporate strategy on the issue of greening is not 
due to dishonesty or mere greed; rather, it is a product of structural 
conditions that require corporate leaders to maximize shareholder value, 
even when the goal runs into confl ict with plans for corporate 
greening.9

Another weakness that critics identify in mainstream nostrums is the 
failure of corporate greening to lead to a decline in absolute environ-
mental impact. To date corporate greening has coincided with continued 
growth in absolute levels of resource consumption and environmental 
degradation at a global level. For example, automobile companies have 
continued to develop fabulous green concept vehicles and a new genera-
tion of hybrid and fl ex-fuel vehicles, but they also compete to put increas-
ing numbers of cars and trucks on the roads rather than envision a 
transition to intensive use of public transportation. Likewise, the big-box 
retailers are greening their stores and their product lines along the best 
eco-effi ciency principles, but they continue to construct global commod-
ity chains that require increasing amounts of fossil-fuel energy for trans-
portation. The electrical utilities are building some wind farms and 
offering some energy-conservation measures, but their revenues remain 
tied to increased electricity consumption, much of which, in the United 
States, is based on coal and natural gas. Some oil companies are diversi-
fying to reposition themselves as energy companies, but their profi ts 
remain linked to increased petroleum consumption, and they continue 
to compete with each other to explore and exploit new oil fi elds all over 
the world. Furthermore, there are many other environmental issues for 
which change seems much less likely to be forthcoming, such as the 
environmental risks associated with nanotechnology and persistent 
chemical pollutants, the ongoing destruction of habitats as a result of 
mineral extraction and agriculture, the continued use of coal as an energy 
source, and the depletion of aquifers.10

A third obstacle to the credibility of the rosy scenarios of mainstream 
political debate is the continued existence of “brown corporations,” that 
is, anti-green companies that continue to support the longstanding battle 
against environmental reform. After a wave of environmental legislation 
during the 1960s and the 1970s that addressed some of the most egre-
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gious environmental challenges in the United States, brown corporations 
in industries most affected by environmental regulations regrouped and 
developed increasingly stiff opposition to environmental regulations 
under the banner of neoliberalism. By the 1990s the companies had 
developed a wide range of techniques used to convince voters to oppose 
environmental regulation. For example, in attempts to manage the infl u-
ence of science on environmental policy for global warming, brown 
corporations funded climate change skeptics, who served as a small 
minority of contrarian scientists but leveraged a disproportionately large 
amount of media coverage throughout the 1990s and well into the fi rst 
decade of the twenty-fi rst century. Brown corporations also infl uenced 
political leadership to stifl e environmentally oriented science. For 
example, one corporation’s memo in 2001 to the administration of 
President George W. Bush called for the removal of Robert Watson as 
chair of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and within a 
year the administration had achieved the goal of receiving Watson’s 
resignation.11

A fourth defi ciency in mainstream scenarios is that even where innova-
tion in favor of green technology is successful, the innovations may 
generate a new wave of environmental problems that will in turn take 
years to solve. From a technological perspective, many of the promised 
new technologies are possible but undeveloped and unproven. For 
example, carbon sequestration for coal-burning plants has unknown 
risks, especially when the carbon is stored as a gas. As the lethal carbon 
eruption in the Lake Nyos region in Cameroon indicated, concentrated 
eruptions of carbon dioxide are both odorless and fatal. Regarding the 
promise of biofuels as a bridge technology to a hydrogen-based or elec-
tricity-based transportation system, coal is used to run ethanol distill-
eries; petroleum is used as a basis for fertilizer and to run farm equipment 
and tanker trucks; more pesticides must be applied, resulting in increased 
land and water pollution; conversion of forested or fallow land to crop-
land will result in increased greenhouse-gas emissions; the net energy 
return on energy invested is, at least for corn and under some assump-
tions, negative; the emissions of ethanol may be less healthy than those 
of gasoline; and food prices are rising in response to higher demand for 
corn and other feedstocks. Fuel-cell and hydrogen technologies remain 
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very expensive and replete with technical problems, especially if one 
assumes that the source of hydrogen will be renewable energy. Wind and 
solar are promising alternatives, but they remain tiny percentages 
of energy production, and a transition to them is slowed by many techni-
cal and economic problems. Furthermore, the negative side effects of 
new green innovations would likely be borne most heavily by the poor: 
people located near carbon-sequestration sites or nuclear waste sites, 
small farmers who lose access to land and water as their resources are 
absorbed into biofuel production, factory workers in nanotechnology 
plants, and those whose family budgets are heavily affected by rising 
food prices.12

As the new side effects of environmentally oriented technological 
innovations become evident, it takes another 20 years of scientifi c 
research and grassroots mobilization to point out the problems, work 
out solutions, and develop the political will to convert the solutions into 
policy. In each case we are likely to make a new history that repeats that 
of carbon emissions, where interested corporations resist attempts to 
remediate known environmental problems. A new segment of the private 
sector that is benefi ting substantially from pollution and other negative 
environmental externalities is likely to slow down attempts to ameliorate 
the situation until well after a crisis has become widely visible. Although 
it is true that some large publicly traded corporations can, in some cases, 
be enrolled in efforts to solve environmental problems—indeed, we are 
unlikely to solve environmental problems if they are not—the enrollment 
often occurs after a huge amount of damage has been done, a signifi cant 
mobilization of civil society and scientifi c research has been brought to 
bear on the problem, and the industry gives up on its fi rst-line strategy 
to suppress or slow reform efforts.

A fi fth shortcoming is the tendency for the very defi nition of “green-
ing” to undergo dilution. Under the gun of profi tability considerations, 
companies are tempted to water down sustainable design (that is, design 
that utilizes zero-waste cycles of production and consumption with a 
goal of dematerializing the economy so that ecological collapse is avoided) 
to green tech (design that addresses problems such as chemical pollution 
and greenhouse gases, but not necessarily at suffi cient scale) to clean tech 
(design that mitigates some of the worse effects of existing technologies). 
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Far from a mere question of semantics, the changes involve a shift in 
perspective from solution to reduction of harm, often in the form of 
technologies that create new problems of their own. It is too easy to lose 
track of the fundamental driver of the environmental crises: a global 
economy that is continuing to grow in absolute levels of environmental 
sinks and withdrawals. Instead, the focus shifts to innovation that reduces 
impacts but ignores the diffi cult politics of the environmental impact of 
continued growth.

From the perspective of critics of mainstream neoliberal and liberal 
politics, the fi ve defi ciencies just outlined—the Janus-faced attributes of 
many of the self-proclaimed green corporations, the coexistence of cor-
porate greening and continued expansion of environmental sinks and 
withdrawals, the rearguard actions of brown corporations, the potential 
negative environmental effects of green technology, and the tendency to 
water down sustainable design to clean tech—make it very unlikely that 
the rosy scenarios of mainstream political prognostication will be real-
ized in the coming decades. The solutions have been around for a while, 
such as those proposed by Hawken et al. or the advocates of the World 
Energy Modernization Plan. There is little doubt that the greener seg-
ments of the corporate world will support some environmental reforms, 
such as carbon-based emissions trading, partly because the reforms have 
become necessary in the United States in order to harmonize state-level 
initiatives. However, a deep and lasting ecological transition of the 
economy is likely to be held up by the brown corporations that benefi t 
most from environmental degradation or by groups within so-called 
green corporations whose profi tability growth is threatened by new regu-
latory proposals. The policy-making process will continue to involve 
confl icts between relatively green and brown segments of industry and 
society, and to the extent that solutions emerge from the political process, 
the solutions are likely to be piecemeal and watered down. Because the 
solutions are likely to be diluted in comparison with what needs to be 
done to bring about the high degree of dematerialization of the economy 
that would allow economic growth to occur within environmental limits, 
critics of mainstream political scenarios envision a much less rosy 
future: an ongoing environmental crisis and an uneven, decades-long 
historical transition to societal collapse.13
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To be clear, the critique of mainstream debate and policies is less about 
the technical capacity of the political and economic system to solve 
problems and more about its political capacity to realize its technical 
potential in a comprehensive and timely way. There is little doubt that 
under liberal and neoliberal policies the economy will undergo a greening 
process, and we may even see declines in energy intensity or other metrics 
of relative sustainability, but the problem is that environmental reforms 
will not keep pace with the need to limit the absolute growth of global 
ecosystem sinks and withdrawals to a sustainable level. Furthermore, the 
reforms will also tend to defi ne one aspect of environmental destruction, 
such as climate change, as the global crisis. As policies emerge to address 
carbon emissions, there will be great rounds of self-congratulations for 
a job well done. But if one looks a little more carefully, overall growth 
in emissions will continue, new generations of toxic chemicals will be 
released on the environment, and habitats will continue to degrade. 
Furthermore, in the political compromises that emerge, environmental 
solutions are likely to be severed from social problems such as poverty. 
Indeed, the potential of the large corporation to generate an effective 
response to global problems of poverty and inequality appears to be even 
weaker than that of governments. Companies that are under siege for 
questionable labor practices—such as sweatshops, minimal benefi ts, 
lock-ins, and race and gender discrimination—have in some cases put 
forward major public-relations campaigns about their eco-effi ciency 
measures as way to burnish images that have been tarnished by labor 
controversies.14

Rather than approach environmental and social problems as an inter-
woven whole, the greening of the corporate world can end up driving a 
wedge between them. From the perspective of critics of the mainstream 
political debates, it is likely that under a regime of neoliberalism, and 
even one of timid liberalism, a situation of “one step forward, one step 
backward” will continue to characterize environmental policy in the 
United States and many other countries for much of the twenty-fi rst 
century. Large publicly traded industrial corporations will continue to 
undergo greening, and regulatory policy will continue to address envi-
ronmental issues, but the changes are likely to be too little, too late to 
solve the full range of interconnected environmental and social problems, 
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not to mention the side effects generated from the new technological 
fi xes.

With scenarios of collapse rather than amelioration looming, why do 
the world’s economic and political elites not embrace a precautionary 
politics and rush to enact a wide range of social and environmental 
reforms? To answer the question, one needs to remember that collapse 
will mean many things to many people. In a world of increasing natural 
disasters and climate-generated risk, the wealthy have much less to lose 
than do the poor, and indeed they have much to gain. Elites have the 
fi nancial resources to diversify their wealth, insure their investments 
against risk, and get out of harm’s way when the disasters strike. The 
more conservative segments of the elites, those who support the neolib-
eral dream of dismantling the public sector, have also begun to fi nd new 
economic opportunities in a world of privatized disaster relief. A halting 
policy process of taking one step backward on solving environmental 
problems, followed by one step forward, provides the wealthy with all 
sorts of economic opportunities to benefi t from both the greening of the 
economy and the unraveling of the ecology, at least in the short term, 
which is the only time horizon for the publicly traded corporations in 
which they are invested. If the critics of mainstream political debate are 
correct, then the mainstream political fi eld, with its mixes of aggressive 
neoliberalism and timid liberalism, will provide an ongoing mixture of 
half-hearted responses that lead to uneven collapse, environmental deg-
radation, and human immiseration throughout the world.15

Radical Alternatives

Whereas the mainstream political debate draws attention to the problem 
of more or less government steering of the economy, and what kinds of 
steering are necessary, the radical perspective—and one might remember 
that the word “radical” comes from “radix,” Latin for “root”—suggests 
that the problem goes much deeper. There is a fundamental contradiction 
between an economy based on the large publicly traded industrial cor-
poration, with its narrow focus on earnings growth and stock prices, 
and the general societal goal of adapting the global economy to ecologi-
cal limits and distributing wealth in a manner that accords with widely 
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held understandings of basic fairness. The fundamental economic orga-
nization of modern society, the industrial corporation, was developed 
during an era when the society-environment relationship was consider-
ably different. Five hundred years ago, when the fi rst modern corpora-
tions were chartered, the contours of the world’s continents were largely 
unmapped, and the agricultural societies of both colonizing and colo-
nized societies had much smaller ecological footprints than their indus-
trial successors do today. In an era of colonial expansion, the corporation 
was a valuable tool for European political elites who wished to motivate 
their subjects to extend the rule of national governments across the 
world. Likewise, in the nineteenth century a central challenge for the US 
government was to extend sovereignty over a large continent, much of 
which was populated by native peoples who wreaked much lower levels 
of ecological destruction on the environment. During that period public 
offerings of stock became necessary to raise the capital required for 
railroads, and a more modernized species of capitalist organization 
emerged: the publicly traded corporation.16

The publicly traded corporation as an engine of economic growth 
served the interests of colonizing nation-states well. In a world with rela-
tively distant ecological limits, as was the case throughout the nineteenth 
century for the United States, the growth orientation of the large corpo-
ration was benefi cial for both workers and elites. However, the era of 
ecological limits has now set in, and we are faced with the question of 
how well adapted the publicly traded corporation is to a world in which 
economic growth needs to occur within global ecological limits. Radical 
sociologists and heterodox economists have suggested that in order to 
put our modern societies on a path toward life within sustainable limits, 
economic policy would have to end economic growth or at least shift to 
a low growth scenario that would enable a “steady state” of ecosystem 
sinks and withdrawals. Although they recognize that technological devel-
opments will enable some economic growth without additional environ-
mental destruction, they argue that to date the pace of technological 
innovation has not been not been rapid enough to make up for the envi-
ronmental effects of economic growth. The greening of industry creates 
the illusion of motion toward a goal, but because absolute levels of 
environmental withdrawals and sinks increase as a result of economic 
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growth, there is no forward motion on the fundamental issue of creating 
a global economy that operates within sustainable limits.17

Radical critics of the twinned global crises of sustainability and poverty 
offer a perceptive diagnosis and prognosis of the patient, but their pre-
scriptions tend to be less satisfying. When pushed, many radical critics 
embrace the need for changes in taxes, regulations, treaties, and other 
government policies that place them in the camp of aggressive liberalism 
in the political fi eld. However, there is also a tradition of radical solu-
tions that charts out an alternative set of policy directions to that of the 
liberal-neoliberal debate. The solutions, which I will discuss here under 
the loose rubrics of socialism and communalism, are outlined, again as 
ideal types, in table 1.2.

Socialism, the most widely known of the radical policy proposals, has 
historically been viewed as a means of redistributing wealth in society 
from elites to working-class and poor people. If large corporations were 
nationalized, profi ts that would have gone to wealthy shareholders would 
instead accrue to the government owner, which could then redistribute 
the wealth either directly to the workers via higher wages or indirectly 
through welfare programs. Although socialism is widely understood 
through the lens of distributive justice, it can also be confi gured as a 
radical solution to the environmental problems outlined in the previous 
section. The nationalization of industry under a socialist government 

Table 1.2
Socialist and communalist approaches to environmental and social problems.

Socialism Communalism

Environmental 
problems

Restriction of growth in 
environmental damage by 
government ownership of 
corporations with a 
dematerialization mandate

Restriction of growth in 
environmental damage by 
local, communal 
organization of society and 
use of sustainable 
technologies

Social problems Government ownership of 
large corporations to 
appropriate profi ts for 
redistribution to the poor and 
working class

Local sharing of wealth 
through collective decision 
making and ownership
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provides one possible resolution of the confl ict between the publicly 
traded corporation’s endless thirst for profi tability and growth and soci-
ety’s need for changes in production that reduce the growth in the effect 
of the economy on the environment. If a government were to nationalize 
the most environmentally damaging industries or even just the brownest 
corporations, it could potentially transform industrial priorities to meet 
environmental goals. The leaders of the nationalized companies would 
not need to worry about short-term profi ts and their fi duciary responsi-
bility to shareholders, because their shareholders would be government 
owners with a different approach to the balance between economic 
growth and social and environmental responsibility. If the government 
were to demand sustainable technology and dematerialization of produc-
tion ahead of growth in profi ts and revenue, industry could be brought 
in line with the goal of a radical restructuring of the economy, and an 
environmental state would become something more than the mirage that 
it has become after decades of neoliberal policy making.

An example of a socialist approach to environmental issues in the 
United States is the proposal of Barry Commoner (a biologist who ran 
for president in 1980 as the candidate of the Citizens Party) for limited 
nationalization of industry. Commoner has sometimes been portrayed 
as advocating the “deindustrialization” or “demodernization” of indus-
try, but the terms can be misleading if interpreted to imply that he 
wanted to close down advanced industry and return to an agrarian past. 
Instead, Commoner advocated a mixture of green liberalism—that is, a 
strong government role in the steering of the economy—and limited 
socialism in the form of the nationalization of the energy, transportation, 
and health industries. He hoped that a combination of liberal and social-
ist approaches to industrial policy would bring about a rapid greening 
of industry. He argued that twentieth-century industrial technology was 
faulty from an ecological perspective, and he suggested instead that 
industry had to be rebuilt along “ecologically sound lines.” In order to 
accomplish the radical restructuring of the technological basis of crucial 
industries, he argued, government ownership was necessary.18

Commoner, like many other twentieth-century radical critics of capi-
talism, recognized the imperfections of socialist policies. Specifi cally, the 
environmental record of government ownership in communist countries 
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appeared to be no better than in the capitalist West. One could extend 
the point and argue that with some exceptions the former communist 
governments, like other countries that nationalized some industries, did 
not make environmental goals prominent in the mission of the state-
owned corporations. However, as Commoner noted, “socialist econom-
ics does not appear to require that growth should continue indefi nitely” 
(1971: 281). If cases could be found where national governments had 
mandated that government-owned corporations pursue environmental 
goals, it might be possible to demonstrate that a socialist approach could 
contribute to a rapid greening of industrial technologies. But even if it 
would be possible to make that argument in a convincing way, another 
problem haunts the history of government-owned corporations: a record 
of lack of innovation and ineffi ciency. The lack of effi ciency is enough 
for some to claim that the history of the twentieth century proves that 
socialism is a failure. Socialist solutions continue to be explored in some 
of the newly industrializing countries and in the former communist 
countries, where foreign corporations have extracted national resources 
at low prices, and government ownership has been used to recapture 
profi ts for national governments. Those cases would provide the empiri-
cal basis for making an ongoing assessment of the social and environ-
mental benefi ts of publicly owned corporations. There are also instances 
of relatively uncontroversial forms of government ownership of industry 
in the United States. For example, local government ownership of public 
transit and electrical services has been both successful and popular in 
various urban areas. This small-scale, American variant of socialism, 
which one might call “localist socialism,” remains a vibrant part of the 
local economy and political culture in many towns and cities. As I will 
explore in chapter 6, there is evidence that public ownership of electricity 
generation and transmission has been accompanied by environmental 
leadership.19

A broader problem than ineffi ciency is that the nationalization of 
industry presupposes that the new owner of the corporation, the national 
government, is capable of wanting a more radical transition to a more 
socially just and less environmentally damaging economy than private 
shareholders. However, national governments are often as deeply invested 
in the growth economy as the publicly traded corporation, because a 
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growing national economy is necessary to maintain political hegemony 
and to maintain a standard of living for a growing population. For 
example, the population of the United States is projected to rise to about 
400 million by 2050 and nearly 600 million by 2100. The continued 
growth in population will place exceptional demands on global resources, 
especially as other countries with large populations, such as China and 
India, continue to increase per capita resource consumption. When one 
large economy, such as China, is growing much more rapidly than 
another, such as the United States, then it will not be long before the 
smaller economy catches up with the larger one. China has already sur-
passed Germany as the world’s third-largest economy, and it is projected 
to surpass Japan by 2020 and the United States by 2050. As the smaller 
economy continues to grow, it will compete not only economically for 
precious global commodities such as oil and natural gas but also politi-
cally, because it has a greater surplus available to convert into military 
resources, foreign aid, and general geopolitical infl uence. In such circum-
stances, a national policy of slow or no growth could dramatically alter 
the international balance of power. Without rapid growth, the United 
States could become the “Argentina” of the twenty-fi rst century. Indeed, 
fi nancial projections by Goldman Sachs suggest that by 2050 the econo-
mies of the “BRIC” countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) will be 
larger than those of France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States combined. If purchasing-power parity is used as 
the metric, then the Chinese economy will surpass that of the United 
States by as early as 2015.20

Owing to geopolitical competition, a powerful nation-state that under-
takes a transition to a low-growth economy, and does so while its own 
population is growing and its competitors’ economies are growing more 
rapidly, could be committing political suicide. A rapidly growing private 
sector can help ensure that a country will have the resources to support 
an extensive military, maintain its geopolitical position on the world 
stage, and therefore maintain access to commodities, especially oil and 
natural gas under conditions of post-peak shortages. Even if the country 
were to socialize only the largest corporations in the energy and trans-
portation industries, it would still need to have a growing economy in 
order to compete militarily. As a result, the government would probably 
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put pressure on the publicly owned corporations to grow, and the end 
result might not be different from an economy based on publicly traded 
corporations. Although socialism may provide a better solution to prob-
lems of justice, especially in developing countries that wish to recapture 
profi ts from extractive industries, the nationalization of industries is of 
questionable value as a solution to the fundamental contradiction between 
economic growth and environmental limits. As long as there is an inter-
national system based on competition among nation-states, with war as 
the ultimate measure of power, the ameliorative capacity for socialism 
will be limited.

The argument about the environmental weaknesses of socialism should 
not be interpreted to imply that there might be some benefi ts of the nation-
alization of resource-intensive industries over a liberal order with no 
public ownership. For example, government ownership of brown cor-
porations would reduce the fl ows of capital toward anti-environmental 
think tanks and political candidates. Consequently, the nationalization 
of some companies may increase the political system’s autonomy and its 
capacity to develop effective policies to reduce the energy intensity of the 
economy. Socialism might also be more effective for countries that are 
not militarily dominant and are less concerned with geopolitical hege-
mony. However, in the United States, which requires ongoing growth to 
retain its position as global hegemon, socialism would be unlikely to 
enable the radical shift of the economy toward lower growth with dema-
terialization. Socialism would work as a solution to the sustainability 
problem only if the United States were to solve its dependence on foreign 
fossil fuels, which would then allow it to relax the need to maintain 
geopolitical dominance, which in turn would allow it to focus on dema-
terialization more than on economic growth. The question, which will 
be left unanswered here, is whether the transition to an economy based 
on self-suffi cient and renewable energy sources can take place rapidly 
under mainstream policy regimes, or whether the nationalization of the 
fossil-fuel industries would be necessary to achieve the rapid transition 
without undue political obstruction.

Another branch of radical political thought, communalism, also pur-
ports to provide a better solution than policies developed within the 
frameworks of mainstream political thought. In the United States the 
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communalist tradition can be traced back to religious communities of 
the colonial era and to the utopian experiments of the nineteenth century. 
The debate between the socialist and communalist strategies for social 
change was already well formulated by the middle of the nineteenth 
century, when Friedrich Engels criticized utopian socialism as an unre-
alistic response to the social ills of industrialism. By the late nineteenth 
century, socialists and anarchists were debating their differing approaches 
to radical solutions. In the twentieth century, the countercultural com-
munes of the 1960s and the “back to the land” movement of the 1970s 
provided further experiments in the tradition.21

In a commune, wealth is typically owned collectively and distributed 
through a collective decision-making process. Although there is usually 
some limited private ownership, tools, vehicles, computers, land, build-
ings, food, energy, and other things are collectively owned. As a result, 
the gap in wealth and income between the richest and the poorest 
members of the community is very small. Even more than socialism, 
communalism provides a solution to the problem of inequality. Of 
course, the per capita wealth of a commune may be much lower than 
that of the society as a whole, and consequently there is a range of col-
lectivist experiments that permit varying mixes of individual and collec-
tive ownership. Modifi cations of the ideal typical commune, such as the 
ecovillage and cohousing, allow even greater degrees of family ownership 
and wealth accumulation. In effect they trade inequality for fl exibility 
and attractiveness.

Many of the communes of the 1960s and the 1970s were deeply con-
cerned with sustainability, at least at the local level. The anarchist intel-
lectual Murray Bookchin brought communalist politics into dialogue 
with environmental concerns and advocated the formation of liberatory, 
decentralized communities that he variously described as anarchist, social 
ecological, communalist, and libertarian socialist. Bookchin advocated 
decentralization less as communal living than as a return to direct democ-
racy in the form of federations of neighborhood assemblies that would 
own and direct fundamental economic units. Collective, local ownership 
of the means of production would replace both private-sector capitalism 
and federal-government socialism as the fundamental basis of the US 
economy. Municipalization of the economy based on local, direct democ-
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racy would coincide with a technological shift toward sustainable agri-
culture, renewable energy, and other green technologies. Bookchin’s 
position on technology was complicated. Although in some ways he 
might be classifi ed as advocating de-industrialization, he saw computer-
ization and other forms of modern technology as offering the potential 
for a more decentralized society with greater leisure.22

Eco-anarchist thought infl uenced some of the communal experiments 
of the 1960s and the 1970s, but the colorful history of attempts to com-
munalize American society during that period is largely one of failure. 
Utopian communities often faced transition crises as members adjusted 
their ideals of shared ownership and collective decision making to the 
realities of interpersonal confl ict. Communes and related community 
experiments that lasted more than 10 years faced problems of reproduc-
tion and recruitment. Many children of the hippie communes migrated 
back to the world their parents had left behind, and some of the older 
and more successful American communes faced a problem of caring for 
an aging population. Although urban ecovillages and environmentally 
oriented cohousing have been more successful, those variants of com-
munalism have not proven to have mass appeal.23

Nationalization, municipalization, or communalization could, in 
theory, solve the fundamental contradictions of capitalism by fostering 
a deep restructuring of the economy so that additions and withdrawals 
to the environment would be managed under a democratic political 
process and brought within ecologically sustainable limits. Likewise, the 
solutions could enhance social equality through the redistribution of 
corporate profi ts from elites to the working class and the poor. However, 
if the United States were to embark on an extensive program of reform 
such as outlined by Commoner or Bookchin, the shifts of wealth would 
likely entail intense resistance from elites, who benefi t from the status 
quo of economic growth and military domination. As revolutionary 
socialists suggested in the nineteenth century, a violent confrontation 
would be a likely outcome of such radical restructurings. Although in 
theory a radical policy program that blends ecosocialism and ecocom-
munalism could bring about a signifi cant social and technological trans-
formation of the economy, it does not appear to have especially good 
prospects in our time. Both socialist and communalist approaches to 
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organizing society were outside mainstream political debate during the 
1960s and the 1970s, and they became even more marginal in the 
decades that followed. The prospects for policy approaches that draw 
on radical political thought of either the socialist or the communalist 
variety are quite low in the United States of the early twenty-fi rst 
century.

Although the radical alternatives are politically quite marginal in the 
United States, they are important for the purpose of understanding local-
ism as political thought and action. It may even be tempting to situate 
localist thought historically as a continuation of socialist or communalist 
politics, but there is almost no evidence that radicals such as Barry Com-
moner and Murray Bookchin have infl uenced the present-day US localist 
movement. Nevertheless, there are some connecting strands. The primary 
example is E. F. Schumacher, the author of Small Is Beautiful. Schum-
acher had an enthusiastic audience in the United States, especially on 
college campuses, between 1973 (the year his book was published) and 
1977 (when he died). Small Is Beautiful can still be found for sale at the 
annual BALLE meetings, and the E. F. Schumacher Society (headquar-
tered in Great Barrington, Massachusetts) has built on his legacy by 
developing local currencies and other localist initiatives in the United 
States.

Schumacher was a socialist who spent most of his career working as 
an economist for the National Coal Board, an organization that con-
trolled the United Kingdom’s nationalized coal industry. From that 
vantage point he was able to see the limitations of government ownership 
of industry and the unfl attering similarities between large publicly owned 
companies and large publicly traded corporations. His thinking also 
drew on his experiences as a director on the board of an employee-owned 
company, as an economic advisor for the country of Burma, as an 
organic gardener, and as a student of the Gandhian, village-centered 
strategy of rural development. Those experiences came together in his 
advocacy of a transition to economies based on renewable resources, 
people-centered and employee-owned business organizations, and tech-
nologies of development appropriate to the needs of a country’s poor 
and working-class people. In terms of the typology of political positions 
developed above, his work synthesized elements of socialist and com-
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munalist thinking, especially the cooperativist strand of socialist thought 
that emphasized employee ownership and the Gandhian version of 
village-centered communalism. In an intellectual move that was in many 
ways a precursor of twenty-fi rst-century localist politics, Schumacher 
also (to a degree) stepped out of the classic “state-versus-economy” 
debate by analyzing the type of economic organization that would be 
the best to solve environmental and social problems. He concluded that 
neither the large publicly traded corporation nor the large government-
owned corporation was necessarily the best solution for building a more 
socially just and environmentally sustainable society. Instead, he sought 
answers in new forms of economic organization and ownership.24

Schumacher’s legacy of appropriate technology and small fi rms owned 
by employees, much like the thought and the policy prescriptions of 
Commoner and Bookchin, seems almost quaint after decades of neolib-
eral policies and corporate globalization. For the less wealthy economies, 
the legacy of the appropriate-technology movement can be found today 
in organizations such as Engineers Without Borders, but Schumacher’s 
focus on appropriate technology and national economic self-suffi ciency 
has been marginalized by waves of structural adjustment programs and 
direct foreign investment. For the developed Western countries, Schum-
acher’s goals of reforming the large publicly owned enterprise and awak-
ening the potential of employee ownership have also been swept aside, 
in this case by waves of privatization and industrial consolidation. Here, 
there is some infl uence of Schumacher’s thought on the present-day local-
ist movement. For example, there is considerable interest in employee 
ownership as an exit strategy for aging entrepreneurs who do not wish 
to take their company public or sell their business to Multinational, Inc. 
Cooperatives and credit unions, which have democratic organizational 
structures, have also been active in the localist organizations with which 
I am familiar.

Although it is important to recognize the infl uence of E. F. 
Schumacher, there are signifi cant differences between his vision of an 
alternative economy and that of present-day localists. For today’s localist 
movement in the United States, the emphasis on appropriate technology 
has been replaced by a more general concern with sustainability and 
community, and likewise the organizational focus is much more on small 
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businesses than on employee-owned fi rms. If one wishes to push the 
comparison, it may be best to think of present-day localism as “Small Is 
Beautiful 2.0,” this time with an economic base in a pre-existing eco-
nomic class and with greater concern for independent ownership than 
for appropriate technology. Even that qualifi ed comparison should not 
be pushed too far, because the class basis of present-day localism is 
considerably different from that of “small is beautiful” economics, which 
remained rooted in a vision of building appropriate organizations and 
technologies for the world’s working-class and poor people.

Localism as a Political Ideology

Although one can identify pro-localist individuals who are infl uenced by 
Schumacher and other political thinkers in the socialist or communalist 
tradition, it would be a mistake to position localism merely as a continu-
ation of radical political thought. Instead, one can identify affi nities 
between localism and all four strands of political ideology. To the radical 
side, the support of locally owned public enterprises and employee-
owned enterprises resonates with socialism. But there are also wings of 
the localist movement that draw on the radical heritage of decentraliza-
tion and communalism; for example, on the agricultural side of localism, 
there is an emphasis on developing local food networks. In this sense 
one might classify localism as a continuation of radical political tradi-
tions and debates. However, strands of mainstream political thought also 
are evident in the localist movement. For example, localism is consistent 
with the neoliberal trend in favor of the devolution of national govern-
ment responsibilities to the states and to communities. A focus on local 
governance has fl ourished in the neoliberal climate of government-driven 
devolution and privatization. Furthermore, by asking consumers to 
support locally owned independent businesses, “buy local” campaigns, 
and other localist mobilizations, advocates of localism work through the 
market under the consumerist logic of voting by spending. But against 
this neoliberal strand one can also fi nd strands of thought and policy 
advocacy that would be better characterized as liberal. For example, 
localist campaigns can also involve local government regulatory interven-
tions and calls for policy support from the federal government, both of 
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which are consistent with the tradition of twentieth-century political 
liberalism.25

The continuities of localism with socialist, communalist, neoliberal, 
and liberal politics should all be recognized, and likewise any attempts to 
reduce localism to one or the other strands of political ideologies would 
best be greeted with questions about oversimplifi cation. It is too easy for 
analysts who have sympathies with positions within the existing political 
fi eld of mainstream and radical politics to misinterpret localism as small-
scale socialism or liberalism, an iteration of the communalist politics of 
the late 1960s and the early 1970s, or an expression of neoliberalism via 
marketplace reformism. Rather, if one starts with recognition of the 
diversity of the localist movement, it becomes possible to recognize that 
the new types of coalitions are being built at the grassroots and to explore 
both the continuities with and differences from political legacies. Local-
ism can appeal to socialists who want to see more local government 
ownership, to communalists and decentralists who wish to see the growth 
of independent local economies, to neoliberals who support the small-
business sector as a solution to social and environmental problems, and 
to liberals who seek greater regulation of local land use and federal legis-
lation that ends corporate handouts. The bluest of Democrats may fi nd 
themselves agreeing with the reddest of Republicans, at least on the strat-
egy of local economic control as a means for improving the environmen-
tal, health, and quality of life of their shared, place-based communities. 
Furthermore, the selection of which strands come to the fore is likely to 
vary depending on broader political opportunities.26

To some degree, localism reveals the doxa, or the “peace in the feud,” 
that occurs between advocates of mainstream policies and the radical 
alternatives. The debates largely assume that the central political issue is 
the degree of participation of the national government in the economy: 
from very little at the extreme of anarcho-communalists to signifi cantly 
reduced among neoliberals to moderate and aggressive among liberals 
to government ownership among socialists. The terms of the radical and 
mainstream political debate can be used to inform an analysis of the 
articulations of localist politics with existing political ideologies, but they 
can also become a template that fails to reveal the departures from those 
ideologies. Just as the radical critique steps outside the mainstream 
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debate between neoliberalism and liberalism, so the localist perspective 
cannot be understood as limited by the terms of the debate between 
mainstream and radical politics. To avoid the misinterpretation and to 
understand localism on its own terms, it is necessary to develop a more 
succinct vocabulary for its politics.

I suggest that the crucial differences between localist political thought 
and both radical and mainstream ideologies are the emphasis on the role 
of small-businesses and nonprofi t organizations, the call for independent 
and local ownership, and the goal of extending that project to locations 
throughout the world in the form of a global economy based on locally 
owned independent enterprises. Local autonomy translates largely into 
a concern with ownership, that is, the question of who owns the means 
of production. However, in contrast with both radical and mainstream 
traditions, localism does not entail framing the ownership issue in terms 
of more or less public ownership, as occurs in debates over privatization 
and nationalization. The mainstream political debates focus on more or 
less government intervention in the economy, and the radical debate 
pushes either for federal ownership in the socialist tradition or for 
municipal and communal ownership in the communalist tradition. Local-
ism departs somewhat from the existing political debates by shifting 
attention from the government-economy relationship to the relationship 
between multinational corporations and society. At the heart of concept 
of local independent ownership is a political project of building an alter-
native economy that is distinct from the world of the large publicly 
traded corporation. This position has resonances with radical critiques 
of capitalism, either from a socialist or an anarchist perspective. However, 
the focus on small-business development through market development 
and government programs also has resonances with neoliberalism and 
liberalism. The strong attention drawn to the shortcomings of a global 
economy dominated by enormous corporations with little concern for 
nation-states or for place-based communities, and often with little 
concern for the environment and hourly workers, represents a kind of 
politics that seems especially geared toward addressing the problems that 
have emerged in an era of globalization.

In addition to drawing attention to the large publicly traded corpora-
tion as the central unit in need of reform, localism also adopts a “one-
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off” position from existing political traditions by confi guring the problem 
of justice in a different way. The “peace in the feud” between mainstream 
and radical debates on justice concerned the problem of social inequality, 
especially the fates of working-class and poor people. The debate has 
always been about how to solve the problem of helping those at the 
bottom of the social ladder, both at home and abroad. The solutions 
range from neoliberals’ emphasis on enterprise development zones and 
workfare to welfare-state liberalism to redistribution of profi ts through 
communal or government ownership. Although the positions are quite 
different from each other, the overall debate shares an emphasis on 
justice in the distributive sense of solving social inequality and poverty.

Localist politics broaden the discussion of justice by injecting what 
might be considered a procedural perspective into the debate. For localist 
politics the more central justice issue is the loss of economic and political 
sovereignty of place-based communities to global capital, which imple-
ments new regimes of governance through control of federal government 
policies, continental trade agreements, and global trade and fi nancial 
organizations. By sovereignty I mean nothing more complicated than the 
traditional understanding of a government’s ability to regulate and 
otherwise control the economics and politics of its territory and popula-
tion. In a world dominated by multinational corporations, it has become 
increasingly diffi cult for local communities, and even large nation-states, 
to achieve autonomy from the priorities set by global capital. Localism 
draws attention to an underlying problem that is a precondition for a 
community or larger political unit to be able to address issues of distribu-
tive justice. If the democratic governance of the economy is broken as a 
result of corporate control of local, state, national, and international 
governments and governing bodies, then it will be diffi cult for govern-
ments to address signifi cant social and environmental problems. Con-
versely, a community with high economic sovereignty could be in a better 
position to address issues of poverty within its boundaries than one that 
is governed by outside forces. However, the two issues are analytically 
distinct, and the difference is crucial if one is to understand what local-
ism is about as a form of political thought and action.27

A helpful context for understanding the localist concern with sover-
eignty is found in the work of the anthropologists James Ferguson and 
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Aihwa Ong, who draw attention to the shifts in sovereignty that have 
occurred in an era of neoliberal globalization. They note that although 
governments retain formal sovereignty over a territory, in some cases 
multinational corporations or non-governmental organizations have 
achieved de facto control. Their examples are drawn from fi eldwork in 
Asia and Africa, but there are parallels with some cities in the United 
States. Increasingly cities have ceded territorial control over some areas 
to enclaves of mostly global capital, such as occurs in offi ce parks, shop-
ping malls, and clusters of big-box stores, and other parts of American 
cities have become largely abandoned to the nonprofi t sector. Although 
neither the corporate enclaves nor the abandoned neighborhoods in 
American cities are identical to similar shifts of sovereignty in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America, the parallels are notable. The comparative 
work of anthropologists on the transformations of sovereignty associated 
with globalization provides a good context for understanding the sense 
of loss of local sovereignty and the desire to reinstate it that is found in 
the localist movement.28

When used as a way of understanding localism in the United States, 
the concept of sovereignty should be used more loosely than its meaning 
in international law, where one speaks of a government’s military 
sovereignty over a territory. However, the struggles of indigenous 
peoples, colonized countries, and post-colonial nations for rights of self-
determination provide helpful parallels for understanding the desire for 
renewed sovereignty that is characteristic of the localist movement in the 
United States. As in the case of colonized peoples, place-based communi-
ties begin with a sense of loss of autonomy, with local knowledge of the 
degradation of their quality of life and awareness of the gradual shift of 
economic control to the headquarters of distant corporations. Notwith-
standing the parallels, there are also two main differences between con-
cerns with enhanced sovereignty in post-colonial countries and the 
concept of sovereignty that is crucial to localism in the United States: 
localist sovereignty is focused more on the question of ownership of 
economic enterprises, and it is confi gured within a federated political 
system. As a result, the idea of local sovereignty is closely connected with 
a concept of vigorous democracy, the valorization of small businesses, 
and the insulation of the political system from domination by economic 
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elites. Those concerns are, I suggest, more characteristic of the liberal 
and radical political traditions than neoliberal thought.

However, because distributive justice is not necessarily congruent with 
sovereignty, localism departs from the tradition liberal and radical 
debates on justice. It is possible for localist politics to slide into class-
based exclusion and come into confl ict with the goal of distributive 
justice, but the localist concern with sovereignty can also be aligned with 
struggles to rebuild low-income neighborhoods via the development of 
small businesses, the growth of the local nonprofi t sector, and the invigo-
ration of local governments. In this book I will draw attention to some 
of the convergences between localism and distributive justice to under-
score the argument that localism need not take a path of middle-class 
retreatism. Nevertheless, the argument that the fundamental concerns of 
localism focus on the loss of local political and economic sovereignty 
will be helpful in sorting through the somewhat confusing politics that, 
in terms of the mainstream and radical fi eld of political positions and 
traditional left-right polarities, may appear to be all over the political 
map.

To summarize: Localism emphasizes the problems of the corporatiza-
tion of the economy and the loss of local sovereignty, and it draws 
attention to the project of building an economy based on economic units 
other than large corporations, rather than fi nding solutions that adjust 
the role of the government in the economy and that address the pervasive 
growth of within-nation inequality. (See table 1.3.) The problems that 
preoccupy the ongoing political fi eld of mainstream and radical positions 
do not disappear, but instead the terms of the debate about the economy, 
sustainability, and justice are widened. Just as the radical alternatives to 
mainstream politics opened up a broader set of political issues for con-
sideration and contestation, so localism opens up the debate of main-
stream and radical politics and policies to a broader fi eld of issues.

Middle-Class Radicalism

If one is looking for a historical point of reference for understanding the 
twenty-fi rst-century localist movement in the United States, in my view 
the best starting point is what the historian Robert D. Johnston has 
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described as the “middle-class radicalism” of the Progressive Era. His 
book rejected common interpretations of the middle class as politically 
conservative, interpretations that I would argue are colored by the 
debates about post-New Deal liberalism. Instead, Johnston argued that 
during the early twentieth century the middle class of small-business 
owners can be found in political alliance with the working class in oppo-
sition to the politics and policies of the corporate elites.29

Progressive political thought also played a signifi cant role in the politi-
cally diverse coalitions of the anti-chain-store movement of the 1920s and 
the 1930s, a direct predecessor of present-day localism and a movement 
that will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4. The legal scholar 
Richard Schragger notes that the anti-chain-store movement of the 1920s 
and the 1930s was “rooted in the anti-monopoly ideology of the Progres-
sive Era” (2005: 1014). As the New Deal coalition emerged, small-town 
America became a source of opposition to Franklin Roosevelt’s centralist 
liberalism, and “the [anti-chain-store] movement fell on the reactionary 
side of these new political-cultural lines” (ibid.: 1083). To understand the 
localism of the early twenty-fi rst century as political thought and action, 

Table 1.3
Localist approaches to environmental and social problems.

Mainstream and 
radical politics Localism

Environmental 
problems

Reforming the 
government-economy 
relationship, via either 
more or less 
regulation 
(mainstream) or new 
forms of ownership 
(radical, communalist)

Building an alternative global 
economy to one based on the 
large industrial corporation

Social problems Distributive justice 
either via the state 
(liberal, socialist) or 
nonstate institutions 
(neoliberal, 
communalist)

Sovereignty in the sense of the 
right of self-determination of 
communities
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I suggest, it is necessary to return to the localism of the early twentieth 
century, when support for local ownership of the economy was deeply 
connected to a variety of reform movements. One example from that era 
is the defense of localism by Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, who 
had supported Senator Robert LaFollette’s presidential bid and had been 
a founding member of the National Progressive Republican League. 
Brandeis articulated a doctrine of economic localism that was later dis-
placed by the emerging liberalism of the New Deal. Schragger writes:

The decentralist strand of the Progressive movement that Brandeis represented 
fused a localist ideology with political and economic reform—a program that 
turned out to be more radical in many ways than the New Deal itself. As the 
commitment to decentralization turned into opposition to the New Deal, however, 
the reformist valence dissipated, and the remnants of Brandeis’s progressive 
constitution were increasingly associated with resistance to reform. After the 
New Deal revolution, localist arguments became the province of states’ righters. 
A rhetoric of defensive federalism replaced the Brandeisian rhetoric of reformist 
localism. (ibid.: 1083–1084)

Anti-corporate but not anti-capitalist, the politics of LaFollette and 
Brandeis, and more generally the politics of the lower-middle-class move-
ments of the early twentieth century, are better points of comparison for 
understanding twenty-fi rst-century localism than the mainstream and 
radical political traditions discussed so far. Nevertheless, present-day 
advocates of localism share the concern that liberals and radicals have 
with environmental sustainability and social justice, although the concern 
is far from universal. In other words, issues that were linked to liberal 
and radical politics since the 1930s are becoming reconnected with the 
small-business sector (or, to use the traditional term, the petite bourgeoi-
sie). To the extent that the new linkages, which I will trace out empiri-
cally, continue to grow and strengthen, a potential exists for a political 
reconfi guration that has not been seen since the shifts from the Progres-
sive Era to New Deal liberalism. If one agrees that the liberal tradition 
from Franklin Roosevelt to present-day liberal Democrats has been 
unable to stop the advance of corporate domination of the political 
system, and that the radical alternatives have lacked political traction, 
then one may be willing to consider that the reconfi guration of the poli-
tics of the small-business sector represents a political development of 
potential historical consequence.
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To underscore the point that an important goal of the localist move-
ment is envisioning alternative economies in a world of corporate glo-
balization, consider as an example the political and economic positions 
articulated by Judy Wicks, a co-founder of BALLE and a leader of the 
localist movement, at the Twenty-Fourth Annual E. F. Schumacher 
Lectures:

In order to protect all that I care deeply about, I needed to step out of my own 
company, out of the White Dog Café, and start to work together with other 
businesses to build an alternative to corporate globalization.  .  .  .  Rather than a 
global economy controlled by large multinational corporations, our movement 
envisions a global economy with a decentralized network of local economies 
made up of what we call living enterprises: small, independent, locally owned 
businesses of human scale. These living enterprises create community wealth and 
vitality while working in harmony with natural systems. (2004: 5)

As a vision articulated by a movement leader, Wicks’s views are not 
necessarily shared by all independent business owners or even by all 
business owners who are affi liated with BALLE, but Wicks does present 
a way of thinking that explores the potential for this sector of the 
economy to provide solutions that have not been forthcoming from big 
business. She opens up a pathway that links the small-business sector to 
the politics of local, living economies based on principles of increased 
local ownership, functioning democracies, environmental sustainability, 
and social justice.

Wicks’s vision includes both the ideal typical localist concern with the 
sovereignty of place-based communities and the invigoration of small 
businesses (a goal of political reform that echoes the Progressive Era 
politics of the early twentieth century) and the more conventionally 
liberal political project of making business more socially and environ-
mentally responsible. In other words, it is suggestive of a confi guration 
of politics that, if Schragger is correct, has been largely absent in the 
American political landscape since the centralist liberalism of the New 
Deal displaced Progressivism. For example, Wicks notes that she pays 
her workers a living wage, that she has campaigned for universal health 
care, and that her business was the fi rst in the state to have its electricity 
completely supplied by wind power. In making those decisions, she 
explicitly rejected the management mantra of “grow or die” and instead 
created a foundation using the profi ts from her business. She describes 
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her daughter’s experiences in Seattle in 1999 as a protestor against the 
World Trade Organization, a suggestion of the possible linkages between 
localism and the politics of anti-globalization movements. “Politicians 
and government administrators,” she writes, “who are frequently former 
CEOs and lobbyists, often owe their jobs to the corporations that fund 
political campaigns. The merger of corporate interests with government 
is defi ned as fascism.” (2004: 27)30

Wicks is not alone in linking a defense of locally owned independent 
enterprises with a critique of a globalized economy based on large pub-
licly traded corporations. For example, Stacy Mitchell, chair of the board 
of the other major umbrella organization of local independent busi-
nesses, AMIBA (American Independent Business Alliance), writes in her 
book The Big-Box Swindle:

The megachains contribute far less to our local economies than they take away. 
For all of the new jobs that the chains have created, they have destroyed many 
thousands more—at small businesses and American factories especially, but also, 
as we will see, at enterprises as diverse as family farms and local newspapers. 
(2006: 35)

Likewise, David Korten, who sat on the board of BALLE and also served 
on the advisory board of AMIBA, writes in The Post-Corporate World: 
“What we know as the global capitalist economy is dominated by a few 
fi nancial speculators and a handful of globe-spanning megacorporations 
able to use their fi nancial clout and media outreach to manipulate prices, 
determine what products will be available to consumers, absorb or drive 
competitors from the market, and reshape the values of popular culture 
to create demand for what corporations choose to offer.” (1999: 40) 
And Michael Shuman, a board member of BALLE, wrote in the chapter 
“Wreckonomics” of his book The Small-Mart Revolution:

In the TINA [“there is no alternative”] mindset  .  .  .  the unemployed are simply 
excess capacity to be shipped to another community. We’re told to keep our bags 
packed so we can migrate at a moment’s notice to another job hundreds or 
thousands of miles away. Forget about your friends and neighbors. Tell your 
kids to let go of their silly attachments to teachers and friends. Put away all those 
memories around your house. Community is just another obstacle to progress. 
(2006: 38)

Localist leaders’ concerns about the negative side effects of a global-
ized, corporate-dominated economy and their hope for the potential of 
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building a more humane, community-oriented private sector are not just 
the musings of the leadership of national organizations such as BALLE 
and AMIBA. I have heard such views expressed widely in meetings and 
conferences dedicated to local living economies and related topics. Like-
wise, in dozens of conversations with concerned independent business 
owners in my own region I have encountered a widespread sense that 
the region was a more friendly, community-oriented place before the era 
of big-box retail stores and franchise restaurants. This form of small-
business radicalism is not anti-capitalist in the tradition of socialist and 
communalist politics, nor is it identical to Progressive Era anti-corporat-
ism. Rather, present-day localism reopens a conversation about how 
markets can be made responsive to social and environmental goals, 
including the goal of maintaining and strengthening democracy at all 
levels of government.

Localism, I suggest, identifi es a new political opportunity and a new 
possible confi guration of political alliances. The control of global capital 
over the media, think tanks, and political parties has ushered in an era 
of neoliberalism and timid liberalism, just as it has removed aggressive 
liberalism, not to mention socialist or communalist politics, from the 
acceptable spectrum of political debate. But as political opportunities 
have closed in some ways, localists have discovered, they have opened 
in other ways. The very success of neoliberal globalization has generated 
increasing concern over local quality of life. The concern rests on a local 
knowledge that cannot easily be distorted through the rhetoric of neo-
liberal think-tank studies, media pundits of corporate news channels, 
and corrupted politicians. For example, the question of economic growth 
and environmental degradation, which at a national level is often 
abstracted in the form of economic statistics, translates at the local level 
into debates over green spaces and economic development projects that 
affect a regional environment and quality of life. Here the question of 
the limits to growth becomes visceral in political debates over issues such 
as the preservation of green spaces versus the development of new roads, 
shopping centers, manufacturing facilities, and housing. Although local 
governments can be captured by local growth coalitions, there is also 
substantial potential for provoking a public debate on planning and 
growth within the local political arena, where citizens who ordinarily 
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might not care about growth and environmental quality may become 
more involved.

Of course, the opening of a political opportunity is accompanied by 
some political risk. The growth of localist politics could siphon energy 
away from the liberal and socialist projects of achieving government 
policy reform at a national and international level, thereby contributing 
to the closure of political opportunities at those levels. In other 
words, localism can play into the neoliberal politics of devolution and 
privatization. However, it is also possible that participation in localist 
politics may open the door to a new appreciation of the importance of 
government policy reform as a strategy for dismantling the corporatoc-
racy. The risk that localism siphons political energy away from 
government-oriented mobilizations at national and international levels 
versus the possibility that it mobilizes relatively nonpolitical people to 
become politically active can be examined empirically and should 
not be prejudged in a dismissive analysis. What I can say from attending 
localist meetings and conferences is that there is a confl uence between 
the narrow goal of protecting locally owned businesses and place-based 
communities from corporate predation and the broader goal of building 
a more just and equitable global economy. If the fi rst strategy of localism 
is to develop an alternative global economy that is based on 
locally owned, independent, values-based businesses rather than global 
corporations, the strategy can be, and sometimes is, connected 
with social and environmental responsibility activism oriented toward 
global corporations. Judy Wicks writes: “I see now that there are two 
fronts in the movement for responsible business. One front is trying to 
reform large corporations; the other front is working to create an alter-
native to corporative globalization that will build economic power in 
our communities through local business ownership.” (2004: 27) Here, 
there is a potential to reformulate politics in a way that does not cede 
to the political right the deep concern that citizens across the political 
fi eld have with place-based communities, local democracy, and local 
economies.

For some people, affi liation with localist organizations translates into 
broader political action: to stop a local big-box development project, to 
engage in shareholder activism and other corporate reform projects, to 
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support political candidates who favor a range of socially and environ-
mentally oriented regulatory interventions in the economy, to attend an 
anti-globalization protest rally. The call to “buy local” may be the hook 
that brings in the local independent business owner, but once owners 
have joined an independent business association they may discover that 
they are not just small businesses but stewards of their communities with 
a variety of social, economic, environmental, and political benefi ts to 
offer the customers and citizens of a region. In this sense, it would be 
simplistic to dismiss localism as a reactionary movement of the petite 
bourgeoisie or of green, middle-class suburbanites who are just trying to 
save their own skins when confronted with the fl ood tides of the global 
economy and ecological collapse. That would be too resolutely econ-
omistic, too encompassed by the logic of self-interested class politics, and 
too tinted by the lenses of New Deal liberalism. Although it is important 
to keep such criticisms in mind to identify challenges and pitfalls, local-
ists are also concerned with building alternative economic institutions 
that are dedicated to policies that could transition the world’s economy 
away from a collapse scenario, corporate greed, and a planet of slums. 
In the words of Seventh Generation CEO Jeffrey Hollender, the localist 
movement draws attention to “what matters most”; it encourages busi-
nesses not to let economic profi tability trump social and environmental 
goals. In the words of an invitation to small-business owners issued by 
another founder of BALLE, Laury Hammel: “Over the next thirty 
years  .  .  .  entrepreneurs like you can help transform the world of com-
merce so that human values lead business growth, not only the drive for 
higher profi ts. We invite you to join thousands of others in this mission 
to grow local value and build a just and sustainable world.” (Hammel 
and Denhart 2007: 160–161)31

Such are the promises of localism that constitute the basis of its appeal 
and its potential to reframe positions in the political fi eld. Are the prom-
ises credible? What kinds of research support the claims of localism? 
How do localist businesses and advocacy organizations handle the chal-
lenges of conducting business and developing public policies in a more 
socially and environmentally responsible way? What are the more spe-
cifi c criticisms of localism, and how well founded are they? Which 
industries work best and worst for localism? What policy changes would 
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make localism more likely to succeed? By avoiding the temptation to 
situate localism in a template of an existing political ideology, we are 
prepared to pose a different set of questions with new insights.

Conclusion

Fifty or a hundred years from now, people may look back and say that 
neoliberals and liberals were right: that the world was able to solve its 
pressing environmental and social crises without changing the fundamen-
tal economic organization of society. When a crisis becomes visible and 
evident enough, it is possible that an adequate governmental and inter-
governmental response will occur. However, I remain skeptical that the 
political leaders of the twenty-fi rst century will solve its deep problems 
without fi rst addressing the growing and untrammeled power of corpo-
rate globalization and the infl uence of the economic behemoths on gov-
ernmental decision making. The growth logic of the large publicly traded 
corporation is poorly adapted to today’s global ecology. Furthermore, 
the current tendency is for the corporate sector to drive a wedge between 
environmental and equality issues, so that some limited greening of the 
private sector occurs while hundreds of millions of people are plunged 
into worse poverty.

Because corporate power has so much infl uence over national policy 
making and the media in the United States, there has been little debate 
at the national level on the root causes of the environmental and social 
crises. Politicians who raise such “populist” questions are skewered by 
the pundits of corporate media and shunned by most wealthy potential 
donors. With mainstream political debate focused on issues such as 
renewable portfolio standards and carbon trading, there is little or no 
space for a deeper discussion of the likelihood that an economic system 
based on short-term earnings growth is, in the long run, not adapted to 
life within global ecological limits. The idea that substantial economic 
reform is a precondition for avoiding a gradual descent into deepening 
global sustainability and justice crises is outside the limits of the fi eld of 
mainstream debate.

Those who are concerned with such issues face four not especially 
palatable strategies:
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• They may work within frameworks of neoliberal reasoning as corpo-
rate insiders to try to convince managers and owners that eco-effi ciency 
reforms and better labor standards will improve brand image, not to 
mention profi ts and stock prices, and therefore should be implemented 
voluntarily.

• They may take a place within the government and court system as 
reformers to fi ght a rearguard battle against ongoing attempts to undo 
regulations and to gain occasional incremental changes when political 
opportunities open.

• They may directly confront as activists the worst failures of govern-
ment regulation by organizing social movements and campaigns in favor 
of deeper political reforms than those advocated by insiders and 
reformers.

• They may withdraw into intentional communities where it is possible 
to enact a better world on a small scale and to test what kinds of arrange-
ments succeed and fail.

In view of the stalemate that has arisen in attempts to transform corpora-
tions from amoral engines of growth into social and environmental 
stewards, it is not surprising that some people have turned to localist 
strategies of change. Rather than see localist strategies as supplanting the 
others, it is probably better to view them as constituting an additional 
pathway to change—one that, like the others, has unique limitations and 
potentials.

Although localists articulate a message of the need for corporate 
reform and for support of locally owned independent organizations, the 
message should not be oversimplifi ed. Not all publicly traded corpora-
tions uniformly contribute to injustice and environmental degradation; 
the emergence of publicly traded corporations in the solar and conserva-
tion industries provides one hopeful sign of how fi nancial markets can 
support dematerialization, especially when government policies and 
incentives are in place to encourage such developments. Likewise, many 
small businesses, nonprofi t organizations, and public enterprises are far 
from beacons of social and environmental responsibility. But localism 
raises an important structural question: closely held private companies; 
small nonprofi t organizations; and local public agencies are not required 
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to set aside social and environmental responsibility goals when stock 
prices decline and when analysts’ reports turn sour. In the place of 
anonymous stockholders are individual proprietors, employee-owners, 
small partnerships, volunteer boards, and elected or appointed govern-
ment offi cials who are in a position to think about their organizations 
in terms of the triple bottom line of economic viability, social responsi-
bility, and environmental sustainability. Such organizations have the 
potential to form the basis of a different type of economy, one which 
operates more along the lines of civil society organizations than large 
corporations. An economy governed by such organizations may be in a 
better position to adapt to the pressing social and environmental prob-
lems of the twenty-fi rst century, because such organizations are rooted 
in their communities and responsive to their needs. Such is the promise 
and potential of localism.32





2
Economic Development and Localist 
Knowledge

The city in which I live—Schenectady, New York—was once the vibrant 
headquarters of General Electric and other manufacturers. Old-timers 
describe the downtown streets during the 1940s and the 1950s as full of 
pedestrians. The streetcar lines all led to the central city, which was the 
location of the big department stores and, only a few blocks away, the 
huge manufacturing factories. By the 1990s, the city that “lights and 
hauls the world” was all but dead. ALCO, which had manufactured 
locomotives for most of the twentieth century and tanks during World 
War II, was long gone. General Electric retained a turbine-manufacturing 
operation at the site of its historical home, but its world headquarters 
had been relocated to Connecticut, and the number of employees who 
worked in the Schenectady plant had declined to a sliver of the past. The 
shoppers had all defected to malls and big-box stores outside the city 
limits, and there were many empty storefronts. In 1998, in response 
to the downturn, some community leaders launched the Schenectady 
Metroplex Development Authority with the hope of revitalizing the city; 
a decade later, the downtown area shows a few signs of life, but it 
remains deserted on nights and weekends.

The story of Schenectady’s decline is far from unique. Once thriving 
industrial centers, many American cities became haunted by the rem-
nants of former factories and vacant retail buildings. The transformation 
from industrial powerhouses of the world to rustbelt ghost towns was a 
slow death from many different blows. In the 1950s and the 1960s, the 
construction of highway systems and suburbs enabled the middle class 
to move out of central cities and streetcar suburbs to the less congested 
outer areas of the metropolitan region. Another factor in the decline of 
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central cities was the decision by corporate leaders to shift manufacturing 
to areas of the country and the world with lower labor costs. Since the 
1980s, as government policies have increasingly facilitated the globaliza-
tion of production, it has been easier for factories to pull up stakes and 
move elsewhere. It is in this economic development landscape that local-
ism as a movement in the United States articulates an alternative, both 
as a body of alternative urban development policies and as an epistemic 
challenge to mainstream thinking in the economic development fi eld. 
Whereas the previous chapter explored localism as a system of political 
thought, this chapter will explore localism as a form of theoretical and 
applied economic knowledge.1

High-Tech Clusters and Economic Development Policies

The de-industrialization of American cities contributed to the growth 
of economic development offi ces and of a new research fi eld that 
examined how government policies could improve local economies. His-
tories of economic development studies in the United States generally 
recognize three phases of thinking and policy. In the fi rst phase, 
state and local governments offered incentives to motivate nonlocal 
fi rms, usually manufacturers, to set up shop in their region. Pioneered 
in the southern states to attract fi rms from northern states in search of 
places where they could hire workers for lower wages, the policies 
soon became national. As more and more cities and states adopted the 
same policies, the economic incentive packages became self-defeating. 
Competition among regions led to increasingly costly give-aways, 
and longstanding local fi rms were also tempted to leave their home 
regions in search of new advantages. Furthermore, when the economic 
incentive packages ran out, some fi rms packed up and left the region. As 
a result of the defi ciencies of the “smokestack chasing” model of 
economic development, a second wave of policies focused on retaining 
fi rms already present and on the incubation of new fi rms. The third wave 
built on the second by focusing on clusters of fi rms and building a 
regional advantage in specifi c industries. In other words, the goal shifted 
from landing “big fi sh” to building an ecology that would grow schools 
of fi sh.2
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To be successful, a “technopole”—that is, a metropolitan area with a 
manufacturing cluster, usually high-tech—requires many ingredients, 
among them state and local governments that support new business 
development, dense informal networks that allow fi rm-to-fi rm learning, 
the availability of venture capital, and a strong research and development 
cluster in the local colleges and universities. A literature on the “triple 
helix”—that is, the interwoven links among government support, uni-
versity research, and industrial innovation—suggests that a technopole 
requires substantial infrastructure and sustained investment. When suc-
cessful, an industrial cluster becomes a magnet for similar businesses, 
which seek the advantages of co-location because of enhanced access to 
a skilled workforce, a “quality” service sector, and local information-
sharing and venture-capital networks. In other words, when a cluster is 
successful, it is no longer necessary for economic development profes-
sionals to chase smokestacks; the smokestacks come to them. Nor is it 
necessary to worry about fi rms that pull up stakes and leave after eco-
nomic incentives run out; new fi rms are always being born from the 
dynamic interactions of the cluster. For this reason, as I noted in the 
introductory chapter, globalization has produced a paradoxical reem-
phasis on place, albeit in the form of the “global city” with its focused 
industrial clusters.3

In regard to the goal of building a more sustainable economy, the 
technopole model of economic development has some limitations. In 
most cases the high-tech industrial cluster has little connection with the 
pressing need to shift to “green” technology. Instead, manufacturing 
facilities in nanotechnology, biotechnology, and information technology 
generate new environmental health risks for nearby residents. However, 
it is possible for cities to bridge the goals of developing a high-tech 
industrial cluster and contributing to a more sustainable world, both by 
focusing on clean manufacturing techniques and by developing high-tech 
clusters of green technologies. Examples of green technopoles include the 
Danish wind turbine industry and the cluster of solar energy manufactur-
ing and research in Freiburg, Germany. In the United States green tech-
nology clusters can only be found in incipient stages, but they are 
emerging in the San Francisco Bay area and in some northeastern 
cities.4
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Regarding concerns with distributive justice, the model of economic 
development based on the high-tech manufacturing cluster has the advan-
tage of providing good jobs, but it tends to benefi t skilled and well-
educated workers over their unskilled or less skilled counterparts. The 
less skilled workers can fi nd support positions in service of the high-tech 
industry, but such service jobs are less likely to be unionized and to offer 
long-term employment stability than the jobs once available in Fordist 
manufacturing operations. The sociologist Saskia Sassen concludes that 
global cities tend to undergo increasing economic polarization as the 
gaps between high-skill and low-skill jobs increase. Nevertheless, an 
advocate of the technopole model of economic development could argue 
that the dislocations are, in principle, capable of correction. By combin-
ing a high-tech industrial development policy with job training programs 
and economic opportunities for low-income workers, it would be possi-
ble to confi gure a technopole that would go a long way toward remediat-
ing regional inequalities.5

Another possible weakness of the technopole is that not all cities and 
industries are equally likely to build successful clusters. Small cities that 
lack a large research university, venture-capital fi rms, and other intel-
lectual and fi nancial resources are not in a good position to develop 
internationally competitive industrial clusters. Small state governments 
also lack the resources to put together a cluster of research universities, 
government subsidies, and industrial infrastructure. Likewise, cities can 
fl ounder on a more piecemeal approach of attracting industrial corpora-
tions one by one with promises of tax and land-use concessions. In such 
cases the original headlines that promise jobs and wealth from the indus-
trial newcomer may turn out to disappoint the long-time inhabitants of 
the region. The high-wage jobs may not to be as plentiful or lucrative as 
fi rst promised, and the new factory may expose the community to new 
forms of pollution and waste. When the tax incentives run out or the 
calls for environmental amelioration mount, the savior of a regional 
economy can threaten to leave or to “outsource” jobs.6

For many cities the project of developing into a technopole carries high 
risks. The economic development offi ce may fail as the result of a lack 
of resources and infrastructure, or it may fi nd itself constantly trying to 
recruit new companies to replace companies that are leaving. Even a 
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partial success that creates a small manufacturing cluster may not be 
adequately diversifi ed, and it may collapse when global economic condi-
tions change. In view of the risks inherent in developing a successful 
economic base of export-oriented manufacturing, localism can provide 
a hedge on economic development risk through diversifi cation. Because 
localist strategies may work best in industries other than those associated 
with the technopole, there is no reason for localist and high-tech devel-
opment to be construed as mutually exclusive. The technopole is best 
suited to the world of high-tech manufacturing and information technol-
ogy, where the pressures of industrial innovation require rapid growth, 
infusions of venture capital, and a quick transition from start-up company 
to an initial public stock offering or acquisition by a large corporation. 
In other industries—such as banking, retail, construction, services, food 
and agriculture, and energy—rapid growth and large initial investment 
are often not always as pressing. In those industries, localist strategies 
may work well for locally owned small businesses that need not pursue 
the “banana curve” of rapid economic growth fueled by venture capital 
and terminated by a liquidity event. Furthermore, efforts to develop 
locally owned and locally oriented businesses may addresses issues of 
urban poverty and job creation that are not handled well by the trickle-
down economics of service jobs associated with high-tech fi rms.7

Localist economic development policies can be framed as providing a 
more balanced approach to economic development that pays greater 
attention to the local quality of life, to local environmental health, and 
to the provision of good jobs for people who do not necessarily have 
high-tech training and the background to prosper as entrepreneurs of 
technological innovation. Including not only locally owned independent 
businesses but also nonprofi t organizations, cooperatives, and local gov-
ernment enterprises, localist organizations have another advantage from 
an economic development perspective: they tend to sink their roots 
deeply into the regional economy, and they are unlikely to pull up stakes 
and move away. Unfortunately, in many American cities the quest to 
attract high-tech manufacturers or to build the next complex of retail 
superstores gains the ear of urban economic and political leaders, and 
corresponding efforts to develop locally owned and locally oriented busi-
nesses are placed on the back burner if they get any attention at all. It 
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is often headline news when a region lures a big manufacturer, and the 
press statements usually contain rosy estimates of the number of high-
paying jobs that the fi rm will generate, but advocates of locally owned 
business fi nd it hard to get economic development offi cials and other 
local political leaders to broaden their thinking to consider how that 
sector of the economy can also be developed.

One of the reasons why localism has not yet become fully integrated 
into the science and practice of the economic development profession is 
that there is a widespread assumption that the economic vitality of a 
region is based on fi rms that bring money from outside the region into 
the economy. Certainly, any regional economy requires “export” earn-
ings in order to pay for goods and services acquired outside the region. 
Those earnings include the sale of manufactured goods and services to 
consumers outside the region, but they can also include tourism and 
higher education, which bring external funds into the region. Localism 
as an economic development strategy complements the outward or 
export orientation of economic development thought by opening up a 
parallel set of opportunities for “import,” that is, ways to save money 
that is fl owing out of the region by channeling it back into the regional 
economy. The alternative, inward-looking approach to economic devel-
opment has a long history involving development policies used for 
decades in less developed countries. In order to understand localism as 
an intellectual challenge to, or an alternative pathway of thought in, the 
science and practice of economic development, it is necessary to under-
stand fi rst some of the history of debates between export-oriented growth 
strategies and import substitution.

Import Substitution and Economic Development Theory

In many of the less wealthy countries of Asia, Latin America, and Africa, 
import substitution dominated both the theory and the practice of eco-
nomic development from 1930 through 1970, and in some cases later. 
The Great Depression and World War II led to a decline in some export-
oriented industries in the developing countries, and political leaders 
experimented with policies to enhance domestic industries that “substi-
tuted” imports in manufactured goods from abroad with those made 
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domestically. In some cases, protective trade barriers for domestic indus-
tries were combined with government ownership of the manufacturing 
and mining industries. As the political scientist Eduardo Silva notes in a 
comparative analysis of the policies in four South American countries, 
the term “import substitution” refers to a range of economic policies 
that changed in response to international economic conditions.8

In most cases the new manufacturing industries produced low-tech 
consumer goods such as appliances, but in some of the larger countries 
the policies also encouraged the production of capital goods and high-
tech products such as airplanes. The import-substitution approach to 
development relied on policies such as import tariffs, industrial subsidies, 
and the manipulation of exchange rates. Often populist political leaders 
also chose to use price controls to hold food prices in check, and they 
supported negotiations between industrial elites and labor unions. By 
balancing the development of domestic industries with popular support 
for the industrial policies, the political leaders hoped to build up a new 
source of export earnings that would enable them to escape from depen-
dence on agricultural and mineral exports as the primary source of 
foreign exchange. The higher productivity of the manufacturing compa-
nies would then be refl ected in higher wages for workers, and the stan-
dard of living would rise. Meanwhile, the country would have a more 
diversifi ed economy that would be better able to withstand rapid changes 
in commodity prices and the eventual depletion of reserves of mineral 
resources.9

The import-substitution approach to economic development, in com-
bination with welfare-state policies and nationalized industries, had a 
period of substantial success. In the “Southern Cone” of South America, 
standards of living rose during the 1940s and the 1950s to levels close 
to those of developed countries. Economists and sociologists there propa-
gated social science models of development that promised to break 
the chains of dependency. During the peak decades of the import-
substitution era, there were measurable improvements of economic 
growth, manufacturing, life expectancy, infant mortality, working-class 
jobs, literacy, infrastructure, and even exports. A crucial metric was the 
size of the informal sector of the economy, or the amount of people 
earning a living outside the economy of formal business, nonprofi t, and 
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government organizations. Between 1940 and 1980 the informal sector 
of the economy in Latin America declined slightly or remained constant, 
depending on measurement assumptions, even though the population 
was growing. After 1980, when structural adjustment programs were 
widely implemented, the informal sector grew signifi cantly. In general, 
import-substitution policies were successful on many metrics, and in 
retrospect they were more successful in some countries than the neolib-
eral policies that replaced them.10

However, import substitution was by no means a perfect economic 
policy. The record of economic growth fell short of the original rosy 
predictions. Investments in industrial development and spending on 
social welfare created infl ationary pressures in countries such as Chile. 
Because the new industries required capital goods for their factories, 
imports continued to grow, and the countries failed to industrialize 
rapidly enough to escape dependency on commodity exports for foreign 
exchange. As a result, trade defi cits and pressures on the currency 
increased. Another problem was that the governments often placed price 
controls on food in order to keep the costs of living low for urban 
workers engaged in manufacturing, but the price controls generated 
market ineffi ciencies and squeezed the agricultural industry. The chal-
lenges to the network of import-substitution policies were evident as 
early as the 1950s in some countries, but they became especially visible 
during the global recession that followed the oil price hikes of 1973. The 
energy crisis of the 1970s had a doubly negative effect on less wealthy 
countries: demand for exports to developed countries declined, and the 
price of petroleum imports rose. Overall productivity also grew at low 
rates in a variety of developing countries, often at a fraction of a percent, 
well below rates in developed countries and export-oriented developing 
countries such as Taiwan.11

In addition to the problems generated by infl ationary spending, global 
economic cycles, and internal dislocations, the record of what became 
known as the Asian tigers was another import factor behind the recon-
sideration of import-substitution policies. In the late 1950s Taiwan 
ended its import-substitution policies, instituted an exchange rate policy 
that did not overvalue the currency, and otherwise helped to develop 
export-oriented industries. During the 1960s both Taiwan and South 
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Korea showed tremendous economic success based on the alternative 
approach of export-led growth or export-oriented development. Their 
success set the stage for a shift in thinking, and by the late 1970s China, 
India, and a few other countries were shifting toward an outward-
oriented strategy. Statistics such as the growth of gross domestic product 
suggested that the policies were successful in those countries as well.12

For the variety of reasons just enumerated, by the 1970s import-
substitution policies were being questioned in many quarters, but much 
of the debate of that period focused on how to improve or tweak the 
policies rather than jettison them. After the overthrow of Salvador 
Allende on September 11, 1973, it became politically possible to destroy 
popular protections of domestic industry and labor. Chile became the 
laboratory for an alternative approach to economic development based 
on the neoliberal approach of the economist Milton Friedman, who had 
trained Latin American students at the University of Chicago with the 
support of the US government and the Ford Foundation. The neoliberal 
approach had not won many adherents among political leaders and 
leading economists in the Southern Cone countries, but once the dictator-
ships of Chile and other Southern Cone countries had silenced political 
opposition, the door was open for neoliberalism.13

Where military dictatorships did not dismantle import substitution and 
publicly owned corporations, pressure from international fi nancial orga-
nizations did. The high oil prices and the global recession of the 1970s 
caused many countries to go into debt, often by borrowing “petrodollars” 
recycled from oil-rich countries through American banks. When the 
indebted countries defaulted on their loans, the International Monetary 
Fund resolved the crises on the condition that the countries agree to struc-
tural adjustment packages. By the 1990s the era of import substitution and 
public ownership had been replaced by the “Washington consensus,” a 
global fi nancial regime marked by an end to trade protections for domestic 
industries, privatization of state enterprises, cutbacks in government 
welfare programs, and the continued transformation of agriculture toward 
export-oriented cash crops. Although import-substitution policies were 
discredited in global fi nancial circles, the policies never disappeared com-
pletely. Instead, evidence of import substitution can still be found in 
crucial industries such as information technology in Asia, and there is an 



76  Chapter 2

ongoing discussion about the benefi ts of combining import substitution 
and export-oriented development.14

The export-oriented approach to development coincided with the 
general shift in politics toward trade liberalization. Advocates argued 
that the tariffs and subsidies of import-substitution policies encourage 
the protected, local industries to produce substandard and overpriced 
goods. Their arguments were supported by the many examples of black 
markets based on the import of higher-quality foreign goods at price 
premia to shoddy locally manufactured products. The alternative of open 
markets would eradicate black markets and ineffi cient industries pro-
tected by the fences of import-substitution policies. Trade liberalization 
would force domestic industries to go out of business or innovate to 
become competitive in global markets. Although advocates of trade lib-
eralization admitted that workers in ineffi cient industries would lose 
their jobs, they argued that the workers would eventually fi nd new jobs 
in more competitive industries, sometimes with the assistance of govern-
ment retraining programs. Furthermore, the higher levels of productivity 
in the new jobs would be refl ected in higher wages. In other words, free 
trade would lead to both lower prices and higher wages, and everyone 
would win.

By the early 2000s some social scientists were becoming skeptical of 
the general benefi ts of trade liberalization and of related neoliberal eco-
nomic policies (including dismantling of labor and environmental stan-
dards, decreased government assistance for the poor, and, in general, 
reduction of government intervention in the economy). The successes of 
Taiwan and Korea were not easily replicated in countries where social, 
economic, and political conditions were signifi cantly different. More-
over, in many countries the industrial workers who were thrown out of 
work from the closing of import-substituting industries never found the 
promised new jobs from the countervailing boost in new export-oriented 
industries. Instead, urban slums proliferated alongside dramatic growth 
in unemployment, crime, inequality, poverty, and informal economic 
activity. Although in theory neoliberal policies would eventually lead to 
new industrial growth and employment, the result for most of the people 
at the bottom of the world’s pyramid has been increased misery and 
poverty. During the days of import substitution, life was in many ways 
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better, especially in Africa and Latin America, than it was during and 
after the 1980s.15

In a book titled Planet of Slums, the urban studies researcher Mike 
Davis offers a sobering survey of economic development in the less 
wealthy countries. In those countries globalization has entailed living 
with the results of structural adjustment programs of the International 
Monetary Fund and other global fi nancial organizations, which demanded 
an opening of markets to world trade and a reduction in government 
spending. To earn foreign exchange, agriculture became more export-
oriented, and natural resources were opened to development by multi-
national corporations. Rural populations fl ooded into cities because of 
the loss of traditional livelihoods and the rise of rural violence that forced 
them off their land, but when they arrived in the cities, they found few 
if any jobs waiting for them. Because the national governments were also 
cutting public bureaucracies and reducing trade protections for domestic 
industries, former employees in government positions and domestic 
industries were thrown out of work and forced into the informal urban 
economy, where they competed for a livelihood with the rural migrants. 
As a result, many of the world’s largest cities have become vast expanses 
of shantytowns in which basic housing, sanitation, roads, and other 
infrastructure are unavailable or severely restricted. As the shantytowns 
and slums proliferated, members of the small middle and upper classes 
increasingly walled themselves in behind protective barriers of security 
guards and gated communities. In the place of formal economic organi-
zations such as government agencies, large corporations, and small busi-
nesses, slumlords, gangs, and fundamentalist religious organizations 
became the only signifi cant organizations of the informal economy in the 
vast slums of the developing world. The import-substituting industries, 
welfare-state bureaucracies, and domestically oriented small farmers may 
have been economically ineffi cient from the point of view of the world’s 
economic elites, but to the former urban workers and newly arrived rural 
migrants there has been little advantage in the new effi ciencies of trade 
liberalization.16

The economic disruptions that have occurred in many cities of the 
developing countries since 1980 are parallel to the changes (described at 
the outset of this chapter) in Schenectady and other de-industrialized 
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cities in the United States. Large corporations closed expensive factories 
and outsourced well-paid, unionized jobs to countries where labor unions 
were weaker, wages were lower, and environmental standards were 
nonexistent or poorly enforced. Just as some developing countries (espe-
cially in East and Southeast Asia) benefi ted from the offshoring of manu-
facturing, in the United States some cities made a successful transition 
to the knowledge economy, but only some cities made the transition. In 
the United States, growth in the high-tech and service sectors, together 
with interregional mobility, made enough new jobs available to prevent 
the pattern of widespread growth of the informal economy that occurred 
in the less developed countries, even though overall income inequality 
increased. Labor and environmental organizations came to see free trade 
agreements, especially notorious provisions such as chapter 11 of the 
North American Free Trade Agreement, as bringing about a race to the 
bottom in labor and environmental standards. The exploitation of 
workers and of the natural environment in less developed countries made 
possible lower wages and production costs in the United States. Skepti-
cism of globalization has also grown in the United States, even to the 
point of becoming an issue in presidential election politics.17

The effect of trade-liberalization policies on workers in poor and 
wealthy countries alike has contributed to the growth of the anti-
globalization movement and widespread skepticism over the benefi ts of 
the Washington consensus. One type of economic localism, a nationalist 
form in favor of protectionist trade policies, can be found in some of the 
labor and left organizations of the movement. For example, in 2000 the 
former head of the International Economics Unit of Greenpeace, Colin 
Hines, published a book titled Localization: A Global Manifesto in 
which he argued in favor of “managed trade” that would restore tariffs 
and import quotas in some industries. He also suggested that national 
governments or groups of small countries implement a “site here to sell 
here” policy, which would require global corporations to locate their 
production in the country where they sell products. If tariffs and subsi-
dies were combined with such policies, large corporations would have a 
higher stake in maintaining production within national borders, where 
they potentially would be more amenable to government regulatory poli-
cies that protect workers, communities, and the environment. Hines did 
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not address the problem raised by critics of import substitution, namely 
that protected industries under import-substitution polices can be ineffi -
cient. Instead, he sidestepped the issue by pointing to a tradeoff between 
low industrial effi ciency and high regulatory standards, and he suggested 
that when there is such a choice the latter option should be favored.18

Although it may not be surprising that protectionist sentiment is alive 
and well among the labor-oriented segments of the traditional left and 
socialist parties throughout the world, it may be more surprising that 
similar arguments in favor of protectionism can also be found in other 
quarters. For example, a group of corporate executives and policy experts 
developed the Horizon Project to advise Democratic Party leaders on a 
variety of issues, including trade. One intellectual infl uence is Global 
Trade and Confl icting National Interests, a book by Ralph Gomory (a 
former vice president of IBM) and William Baumol (a former president 
of the American Economics Association and a professor at New York 
University). The book argues that, although trade between countries that 
are very unequal in technology is benefi cial to both, when countries 
become more technologically equivalent they enter into a “zone of con-
fl ict.” As the technology gap between American workers and workers in 
China and other less developed countries has declined, more and more 
high-wage jobs have disappeared, and the downward pressure on wages 
in the United States has increased. Meanwhile, trade defi cits have mounted 
as Americans import more and more goods from abroad. To solve the 
problem, Leo Hindery, chair of the Horizon Project, has suggested an 
end to illegal and unfair trade practices that harm American workers, a 
cap on the trade defi cit, a national security impact statement for the 
offshoring of jobs, and a change in tax policy to encourage large manu-
facturing and technology companies to invest in domestic workers’ skills 
and productivity.19

In the context of debates over trade liberalization, the term “local” 
tends to mean the national economy rather than a metropolitan economy, 
and it would not be entirely accurate to say that the new policy proposals 
represent a return of import substitution. Still, there are some obvious 
similarities. By capping trade or restoring tariffs and import quotas in 
some industries, and by requiring a “site here to sell here” policy or tax 
changes that encourage job creation at home, the critics are suggesting 
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policies that represent a fundamental challenge to the orthodoxy of the 
Washington consensus. The criticisms of neoliberal free-trade policies 
have yet to be translated into policy reforms at the national level in the 
United States, but calls for new forms of protectionism are likely to 
increase as the wealth of Asian economies grows. More important for 
the understanding of localism, the debates on import substitution and 
free trade at the international level provide an intellectual background 
for novel ways of thinking about economic development at a metropoli-
tan level. Although import substitution was discredited for many years 
in international development circles, the concept has explicitly returned 
in the debates on urban development.

Import Substitution and American Cities

In 1969—that is, roughly when economists and policymakers were reg-
istering reservations about the success of import-substitution policies in 
international development circles—the iconoclastic urban theorist Jane 
Jacobs published The Economy of Cities. Less well known than her 
earlier book The Death and Life of American Cities, which many see as 
predating the concern with new urbanist and smart growth approaches 
to urban planning and design, Jacobs’s later books provided a defense 
of the importance of import substitution as a factor that drives urban 
growth. Jacobs argued that in cities such as Chicago during the nine-
teenth century the rise of import-replacing industries was crucial to eco-
nomic growth spurts. Goods that the city once had to “import” from 
other American cities or from abroad were increasingly manufactured in 
the city for local consumption. Furthermore, the “import-replacing” 
industries often innovated on existing products, and eventually the new 
locally oriented industries also turned to sales outside the metropolitan 
area, thus producing a new wave of export-oriented growth.20

Jacobs’s argument suggested that metropolitan economic development 
policies could benefi t from the strategy of encouraging import-replacing 
businesses. However, the insight did not receive much attention in eco-
nomic development circles. Rural self-suffi ciency was a prominent theme 
of some of the “back to the land” efforts of the 1960s counterculture 
and of the appropriate-technology movement in developing countries, 
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but city planners and economic development offi ces did not rush to 
transfer the idea to American cities. An exception was the work of David 
Morris of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, who in a 1975 book used 
the phrase “localism” to describe neighborhood-oriented community 
development strategies. By 1980, the institute was developing studies of 
economic leakage (that is, of how money fl owed out of a region through 
purchases of nonlocal goods and services). In many ways, the Institute 
for Local Self-Reliance during the 1970s and the early 1980s laid the 
groundwork for the localist movement of the early twenty-fi rst century. 
One direct connection is Stacy Mitchell, a senior researcher with the 
Institute for Local Self-Reliance who became the chair of the board of 
AMIBA.21

By the 1980s import substitution was beginning to emerge as a local 
economic development strategy in the United States. In 1982 the mayor 
of St. Paul, Minnesota, unveiled the Homegrown Project, which drew 
on the work of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance in support of import-
substitution policies. The project included a “buy local” program and 
support for small-business development. The green emphasis of the 
Homegrown Project stirred up some opposition from economic develop-
ment professionals, and ultimately the plan failed after the mayor left 
offi ce in 1989. Another experiment with import substitution was a tech-
nological innovation known as the Oregon Marketplace, a database that 
linked local businesses to potential suppliers within the state. The data-
base saved fi rms up to 50 percent on some purchases and generated 
$250,000–$500,000 per year of import-substitution revenue for the state 
economy. Similar programs were set up in Illinois, Nebraska, Minnesota, 
and Washington. For example, in Chicago the leaders of some of the 
largest corporations established a database of goods and services that 
they were willing to purchase from local suppliers, and the program also 
offered a purchasing fair.22

Although the experiments with the import-substitution strategy did 
not receive widespread attention in the professional literature, a small 
cluster of articles challenged the assumptions of economic development 
based mostly or entirely on export-oriented manufacturing. In 1993, the 
economist Joseph Persky and colleagues developed a theoretical defense 
of the approach and outlined how it would work for the city of Chicago. 
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A few years later, the economist Thomas Michael Power developed the 
environmental implications of import substitution in a book titled Lost 
Landscapes and Failed Economies. Power argued that by shifting from 
extractive industries to tourism and retirement, a region could preserve 
its local natural values while also bringing in new sources of revenue. 
The economist Ann Markusen criticized the export orientation of eco-
nomic base theory (the theory based on manufacturing as the center of 
the regional economy) and drew attention to the potential of arts centers 
and the consumption base for economic development policies. The geog-
raphers Ted Rutland and Sean O’Hagan reviewed the small but empiri-
cally grounded cluster of research that challenges economic development 
strategies based wholly on export earnings and showed that most growth 
in employment in Canadian cities occurred in the local sector of the 
economy.23

In 1998, as the critique of economic base theory and economic devel-
opment strategies based on high-tech, globally oriented manufacturing 
fi rms was being articulated in the economic development literature, the 
economist and attorney Michael Shuman developed and popularized 
theories of import substitution for local economic development in a book 
titled Going Local. Because he was connected with BALLE, Shuman 
brought the theory of import substitution into the language and thinking 
of independent business associations across the continent. He coined the 
term “LOIS” for “locally owned import-substituting” businesses, which 
he opposed to the world of TINA, the “there is no alternative” politics 
of advocates of corporate-led globalization. Furthermore, he worked 
with local governments, such as the economically depressed county of 
St. Lawrence in upstate New York, to develop economic leakage analyses 
and plans for economic development based on import substitution. He 
argued that the strategy could also work for larger cities and that it could 
be especially valuable as a source of employment for workers whose jobs 
have been outsourced and who are unable to fi nd high-wage or meaning-
ful work elsewhere. His work connected the theory of import substitu-
tion to the development of locally owned independent businesses as part 
of economic development policies.24

To some degree a parallel change also took place for rural develop-
ment strategies. The “back to the land” and organic agriculture move-
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ments of the 1960s and the 1970s represented an initial phase in the 
development of alternative agrifood networks. Although organic food 
eventually became a niche market and a part of the global food system, 
local food systems also continued to develop. The agrifood researchers 
Anne Bellows and Michael Hamm noted the relevance of the concept of 
import substitution in understanding local food systems as a rural devel-
opment strategy, and likewise the agrifood researcher Terry Marsden 
and colleagues discussed the potential for agricultural and food localism 
to provide an alternative economic development strategy. Marsden’s 
work on the importance of “short food supply chains” is relevant to the 
broader localist critique of those who advocate high-tech manufacturing 
as the only or the primary regional economic development strategy. 
Marsden and his colleagues contrasted “economies of scope”—or 
dense, locally-based networks of organizations—with two alternative 
rural development strategies: the export-oriented, agro-industrial logic 
and the post-productivist approach that utilizes farmland for tourism 
and recreation. In doing so, Marsden et al. suggested an alternative to 
the “use values” orientation of Power by arguing for a return to an 
economy based on production. However, like Power they shared a 
concern with a local economy based on socially and environmentally 
responsible enterprises. Although it is quite relevant, to date the thinking 
of agrifood researchers such as Marsden has had little if any infl uence 
on the localist movement of independent business associations in the 
United States.25

The Ineffi ciency Controversy

As I have suggested, the economic base of the localist movement, at least 
in the United States during the early twenty-fi rst century, is mostly the 
small-business sector rather than large high-tech industrial organizations. 
Especially prominent have been the independent retailers that are facing 
competitive pressures from chains; small banks and credit unions that 
invest their resources locally; and small, family farms that have chosen 
to sell directly to consumers, restaurants, and food cooperatives in cities. 
Those businesses have united behind the slogans “buy local,” “bank 
local,” “think local,” “eat local,” and so on, which encourage consumers 
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to think about the effects of their purchases on the quality of life in their 
community. They reframe consumption as a civic and political act, and 
they encourage consumers to think about shopping in terms other than 
bargains, prices, and fashion. As “buy local” campaigns have achieved 
greater visibility, criticisms have begun to mount, and they are often very 
similar to the criticisms raised in international development economics 
with the theory and practice of import substitution.

Critics of “buy local” campaigns argue that because small businesses 
are economically ineffi cient and charge higher prices, they do not deserve 
patronage. The critics sometimes draw on neoclassical economics to 
argue that grassroots campaigns that encourage consumers and govern-
ments to buy locally end up helping ineffi cient fi rms to stay in business 
rather than to close their doors. Likewise, local governments create inef-
fi ciencies when they use zoning regulations and other policy instruments 
to restrict land use in ways that make it diffi cult for franchises and 
superstores to operate. For critics, the effects of voluntary shifts in con-
sumption, procurement policies, and zoning regulations that restrict 
big-box stores are much the same as import tariffs, subsidies, and other 
trade barriers that occurred at a national level under protectionist and 
import-substitution policies. Although the Commerce Clause of the 
United States Constitution prohibits state and local governments from 
enacting tariffs on nonlocal goods, the other pro-local policies operate 
as nontariff barriers to trade. In view of the parallel with national trade 
barriers, more or less the same argument of economic ineffi ciency can 
be applied to import substitution at a regional or metropolitan level. For 
example, once a big-box home-supply store has arrived in town, a locally 
owned hardware store may be driven into bankruptcy. From the perspec-
tive of neoclassical economics, the loss of the locally owned hardware 
store can be interpreted as a gain for the regional economy, because the 
big-box store brings the benefi t of lower prices to the region. The owner 
of the hardware store will fi nd other employment in a more effi cient 
industry, perhaps by moving away, and the local economy will benefi t 
by having a chain store that has cut out wholesale costs, driven down 
producer prices by volume purchasing, enhanced convenience by remain-
ing open for more hours, and reduced overhead through automation and 
centralization.26
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How do advocates of localism respond to such arguments about the 
purported economic ineffi ciencies of localism? In The Small-Mart Revo-
lution and The Big-Box Swindle, the localist leaders and intellectuals 
Michael Shuman and Stacy Mitchell have developed in detail the eco-
nomic case in favor of localism and against big-box stores. Their argu-
ments can be grouped into three principle rebuttals to the ineffi ciency 
argument, and I have added a fourth from a slightly different 
literature.

The fi rst rebuttal begins with the admission that it is true that zoning 
and “buy local” campaigns are in effect nontariff trade barriers or vol-
untary subsidies, but it points out that pro-local policies help level a 
playing fi eld that includes much larger subsidies to the corporate retailers 
and high-tech manufacturers. For example, local governments often sub-
sidize large corporations in order to entice them to locate in the com-
munity, but they do not offer similar incentives to small businesses that 
could fulfi ll similar retail functions or start up small manufacturing 
operations. As a result, one could accept the argument that “buy local” 
campaigns and zoning regulations that limit superstores do generate 
economic ineffi ciencies, but one could reply that the ineffi ciencies are 
valuable because they help counterbalance a situation that is heavily 
tilted in favor of subsidies to corporate competitors of small businesses. 
If we are going to talk about trade barriers on one side, then we should 
be fair and talk about them on all sides. If big-box stores increase 
expenses for city services and infrastructure, absorb taxpayer subsidies, 
and do not pay their fair share of taxes, then the small-business sector 
should be compensated so that the playing fi eld is level.27

A second reply to the ineffi ciency argument questions the assumption 
that prices are lower in the big-box store. As Shuman notes, the products 
and associated services are often not comparable. A locally owned store 
may offer higher-quality product lines, better service, or special products 
that are especially geared to local needs. A hardware store in a neighbor-
hood with older buildings may provide hard-to-fi nd materials that are 
geared to the needs of those buildings. Rather than a simple case of two 
different types of stores that are selling the same goods, it is more likely 
that the two stores represent a bifurcation in markets. As Shuman notes, 
even the same product and brand may be of inferior quality in the 
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big-box store. The argument can be generalized to other types of goods 
that, on fi rst pass, may appear to be identical. For example, to many 
consumers locally grown food is not identical to similar food found in 
supermarkets. It is generally fresher and may taste better. In the case of 
meat and poultry, where there are rising concerns with the health of 
animals, consumers may be more comfortable knowing that the animals 
have been raised in a way that reduces the risk of disease. The local 
market provides different goods with different stories attached to them. 
Furthermore, the widespread assumption that prices are lower in big-box 
and chain stores does not hold up to closer scrutiny. Several studies of 
grocery stores and farmers’ markets have shown that prices are lower in 
farmers’ markets. Stacy Mitchell has also noted that prices tend to be 
lower when the big-box stores open but that they tend to rise, especially 
after local competition has been eliminated. This pattern is widespread 
enough that it has a name: price fl exing. Where a big-box store has been 
open for more than a few years, it is often possible to fi nd comparable 
goods at comparable or lower prices at a locally owned independent 
store.28

A third reply to the ineffi ciency argument is that it does not take into 
account the impact of nonlocal ownership on the general health of the 
regional economy. An emerging body of what might be termed “localist 
research” traces the effects on a local economy of spending an equivalent 
amount of money at a local store rather than at a large corporate retailer 
or restaurant. The literature is of considerable interest not only because 
of the empirical claims made but also because it represents the emergence 
of the epistemic dimension of localism from a phase of theoretical cri-
tique to empirical research. Furthermore, the research generated is often 
funded by localist organizations themselves; that is, to date the research 
has come from the movement more than from academic research 
communities.

In traditional economic development thought, there is a “multiplier” 
effect associated with a new business that has opened in the region and 
has created new jobs. For example, a new factory may generate only 100 
new jobs, but the spending from the new jobs may generate 200–400 
additional local jobs, depending on the conditions of the local economy. 
Similar reasoning is behind localist research on the “local economic 
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multiplier effect,” but it is based on import substitution of expenditures. 
The studies use a “local multiplier” to estimate the overall economic 
impact of spending on the local economy, much as studies of manufac-
turing use a multiplier to estimate the impact of a new export-oriented 
business on the overall local economy. The local impact studies suggest 
that much more of a dollar spent at a locally owned store recirculates 
within the regional economy in contrast with a dollar spent at a non-
locally-owned business. Although the strength of the impact varies by 
the multipliers associated with different regional economies and indus-
tries, the studies suggest that, in general, for each dollar spent at a local 
retail business, the impact is two to three times greater in comparison 
with a dollar spent at a national or international retail chain store. Fur-
thermore, a study of the effect in San Francisco concluded that a 10 
percent increase in the market share of independent businesses would 
create 1,300 new jobs and increase local revenue by $200 million, and 
that a parallel increase in the market share of chain stores would have 
a similarly negative impact on jobs and revenue.29 (See table 2.1.)

One reason why local businesses recirculate more money within a 
community is that a portion of each dollar spent at a corporate retailer 
or at a formula business (a franchise or other business for which purchas-
ing policies are defi ned by a corporate headquarters) must eventually pay 
for the salaries of distant administrators and dividends to shareholders. 
However, the benefi ts of buying locally go beyond plugging the economic 
leaks of overhead and profi ts that fl ow out of the region to distant man-
agers and owners. Some locally owned retail businesses, for example 
restaurants that buy from local farmers and gift stores that buy from 
local craftspeople, opt to buy more products from local sources. There 
is also some evidence that locally owned stores donate a higher propor-
tion of revenue to local nonprofi t organizations. Finally, whereas there 
are often tax subsidies that local governments have granted to big-box 
stores or tax holidays for Internet fi rms, locally owned businesses often 
pay higher taxes to the local government.30

Some caveats should be kept in mind when interpreting the empirical 
claim that more money stays within a community when it is spent at a 
locally owned business. If a large chain store attracts additional revenue 
from outside the local area, and if its gross revenue is larger than that of 
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Table 2.1
Local economic multiplier studies.

Study Author Funding Results

Andersonville 
(Chicago)

Civic Economics 
(consulting fi rm)

Andersonville 
Development 
Corporation; 
Andersonville 
Chamber of 
Commerce; 
Andersonville 
Special Service 
Area #22

Local economic 
return of $68 out of 
$100 spent at local 
restaurants, retailers, 
and services, vs. $43 
out of $100 spent at 
comparable chain 
stores

Austin Civic Economics 
(consulting fi rm)

Liveable City 
Austin (NGO); 
local bookstore 
and record store

Local economic 
return of $45 out of 
$100 spent at the 
local book and 
record store vs. $13 
out of $100 spent at 
comparable national 
book store

Maine Institute for 
Local 
Self-Reliance

Institute for 
Local 
Self-Reliance

Local economic 
spending of $45 at 
eight local businesses 
vs. $14 for typical 
big-box store

San Francisco Civic Economics 
(consulting fi rm)

San Francisco 
Locally Owned 
Merchants 
Association; 
Northern 
California 
Independent 
Booksellers 
Association; 
American 
Booksellers 
Association

Sector-dependent 
impacts on total local 
output (local vs. 
chain, for $100 
spent): $32 vs. $19 
for books, $33 vs. 
$20 for sporting 
goods, $56 vs. $43 
for restaurants

Toledo Professor, 
University of 
Toledo

Urban Affairs 
Center, 
University of 
Toledo; Toledo 
City Council; 
local bookstore

Local economic 
return of $44 out of 
$100 spent at an 
independent 
bookstore vs. $20 
out of $100 spent at 
a comparable chain 
bookstore
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the smaller stores that it displaces, then the overall positive effect on the 
local economy could outweigh its lower local economic multiplier. The 
situation is most evident when a suburb develops a strip of big-box stores 
just outside the city limits of a larger city. Even if the strip of big boxes 
displaces some local revenue in the suburb by driving some of the subur-
ban independent stores out of business, the big boxes may more than 
make up for the lost local multiplier effect just by bringing in revenue 
from consumers who come from the neighboring city. Once the suburb 
has paid off its subsidies and started collecting taxes, it may be better off 
than before, but its improved economic condition is at the expense of 
retail sales in the neighboring city. The potential zero-sum relationship 
between neighboring cities undermines “buy local” campaigns that are 
restricted to a city rather than a metropolitan area, and it motivates the 
need to make localist efforts regional or metropolitan in scale.

Another limitation of the local impact studies is that they imply an 
image of an individual consumer who is spending money at a local retail 
store. A study of import substitution by Dave Swenson, an economist at 
Iowa State University, suggested that recapturing retail sales may not be 
the most effective way of implementing an import-substitution strategy. 
Swenson writes: “Much greater multipliers in a region accumulate when 
industries buy from one another than if households buy from local 
retailers.” (2006: 7) His argument implies that consumer-oriented “buy 
local” campaigns may not be the most effective strategy if the goal is to 
maximize the effect of import substitution on the local economy. There 
may be different types of local impacts, depending on whether one is 
discussing business-to-business transactions or consumer-to-retail trans-
actions. However, because independent business associations sometimes 
begin with consumer-oriented “buy local” campaigns and then develop 
into local fi rm-to-fi rm purchasing networks, in practice the two strategies 
may be successfully interwoven.31

The studies of the local impact of retail spending suggest another 
answer to the ineffi ciency argument: even when a big-box store can offer 
an equivalent product at a lower price, it is not accurate to say that it is 
a more effi cient business within the broader scope of the health of a 
regional economy. Hidden in the lower price is the effect of the low price 
on local wages, benefi ts, taxes, and donations, and on the regional 
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economy as a whole. In economic terms, the lower local economic mul-
tiplier of nonlocal, corporate retail businesses remains a “negative exter-
nality” for the regional economy. By correcting the negative externality 
of a lower economic multiplier with policies that favor local ownership, 
local government policies could be seen as correcting a market ineffi -
ciency rather than creating one.

A fi nal rebuttal to the ineffi ciency argument goes as follows: Even if 
one does not accept that economic analysis provides a qualifi ed assess-
ment in favor of at least some degree of import substitution as a com-
ponent of an overall regional economic development strategy, one should 
remember that localism is not only concerned with economics. There are 
non-economic benefi ts to having healthy businesses that are locally 
owned. A vibrant, locally owned sector of the economy means that the 
regional economy is less dependent politically on nonlocal businesses 
that may coerce governments by threatening to move outside city tax 
jurisdictions unless they receive preferential tax treatment, infrastructure 
subsidies, and other handouts. The local sector of the economy can also 
help inoculate communities against the lure of industries that may offer 
economic benefi ts to the region at the expense of high amounts of pol-
lution and congestion. A vibrant, locally owned regional economy may 
help provide a sense of solidarity and common purpose that allows a 
city to resist the siren song of the next industrial brownfi eld or big-box 
development project.

Along these lines there is another strand of empirical research on local-
ism that has been emerging: correlational studies. The classic study in 
this fi eld involved a controlled comparison of two California communi-
ties, one of which had a much higher percentage of agribusiness. The 
anthropologist Walter Goldschmidt found that the town dominated by 
agribusiness had lower general living conditions, more dilapidated build-
ings, more concentrated power in decision making, lower community 
loyalty, greater social distance between social groups, lower retail trade, 
and fewer parks, youth facilities, social service organizations, and busi-
ness establishments. Goldschmidt was widely attacked, and agribusiness 
interests attempted to suppress the study. In fact, publication of the study 
was a contributing factor to curtailment of funds for the US Department 
of Agriculture’s Bureau of Agricultural Economics, where Goldschmidt 
worked when he undertook the study.32



Economic Development and Localist Knowledge  91

Subsequent correlational studies have revealed that in counties with 
vibrant locally owned small businesses there is a range of general benefi ts 
for the overall quality of life. Specifi cally, the peer-reviewed research has 
shown that social capital, voter turnout, and average income are higher 
where there is a stronger small-business sector, and that rates of poverty, 
infant mortality, and crime are lower. Likewise, the construction of new 
Wal-Mart stores has been associated with lower levels of social capital, 
voter turnout, average wages, and nonprofi t organizations as well as with 
the more predictable negative effects on existing local retail stores. The 
correlational studies support the argument that it is sensible to give tax 
breaks to locally owned businesses rather than the other way around 
because of the general benefi ts of the local business sector for the region’s 
quality of life, including positive externalities that cannot be measured 
readily as economic benefi ts, such as voter turnout and a more vibrant 
civil society.33

Conclusion

When one raises the specter of import substitution, even in its post-
mortem form as a local economic development strategy, critics who have 
taken a mainstream economics course will probably begin with a wry 
smile, then clear their throats and ask if you have heard of comparative 
advantage. The idea of absolute advantage is easy enough to understand 
with the help of a simple example: One country has a climate that makes 
it easy to grow apples cheaply, whereas another has a climate where it 
is easier to grown bananas. There are obvious advantages to trade, pro-
vided that the costs of transportation and transaction are relatively low. 
Comparative advantage begins with this basic assumption and shows 
how it is advantageous for the two countries to trade even if one country 
can produce both categories of goods more effi ciently than the other 
country, as long as there is a relative difference in the cost of production 
between the two products. The basic mathematical proof was made 
famous two centuries ago by the political economist David Ricardo, who 
used the example of wine and textiles.34

Less well known is the Treaty of Methuen, signed between Portugal 
and England in 1703. Portugal opened its markets to English textiles, 
and in exchange Britain reduced its tariffs on Portuguese wine. In an 
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eighteenth-century version of a structural adjustment policy, the treaty 
ended up destroying the emerging Portuguese textile industry, and food 
production in Portugal was displaced so that wine could be produced 
for export. The result was high food prices in return for foreign exchange 
from wine sales that were needed to pay for the textile imports. However, 
Britain did extend sea protection to the Portuguese empire, and Portugal 
was able to keep its colonies, including its prize colony, Brazil. But 
Portugal, de-industrialized and dependent, in effect became a subsidiary 
of the British empire, and Brazilian gold, which could have funded Por-
tuguese industrialization, instead helped fund the English industrial revo-
lution. London, not Lisbon, became the world’s economic center.35

The story of British and Portuguese industrialization is more compli-
cated than this short summary suggests, just as the use and misuse of 
comparative advantage theory as a justifi cation for free trade is also more 
complicated. However, the broader point is that the gap between an 
economic model and the historical case can be signifi cant. Today we are 
witnessing a growing gap between the neoliberal economic models that 
support trade liberalization and the lived experience of working people 
and owners of small businesses throughout the world. Although inequal-
ity between countries has declined somewhat, especially if China is 
included in the calculations, inequality within countries it is generally 
increasing. Today equivalents of eighteenth-century Portugal are every-
where—in the shantytowns of Africa and Latin America and also in the 
empty storefronts of once-vibrant urban neighborhoods in the United 
States. Likewise, the Englands of the world are everywhere, in gated 
communities and upper-class neighborhoods found in the global cities 
throughout the world. Under such conditions, it is not surprising that 
we might see a deep questioning of the touted benefi ts of free trade and 
corporate globalization. The argument that free trade is economically 
more effi cient is largely irrelevant to working people who face a declining 
standard of living as a result of closed factories and outsourced jobs. The 
doctrine of valuing economic effi ciency above all else may produce the 
tide that lifts all boats in the abstract, frictionless world of ceteris paribus 
economic assumptions, but economic effi ciency means little to a worker 
who is unable to meet rent payments because a well-paying job has been 
outsourced to another country and no new job is available.
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Localism as an alternative pathway in the political fi eld is deeply 
engaged with the politics and economics of globalization and neoliberal 
ideology. Likewise, in the economic fi eld social science research on local 
ownership holds out a counter-narrative of quality over quantity, equity 
over effi ciency, and environment and community over externalities. 
Localist economic development policies offer a promise of better and 
more meaningful jobs, not to mention greater sovereignty of communi-
ties over their future, in a world where lives are often affected by deci-
sions made in distant boardrooms. As economic jiu-jitsu, the alternative 
economic development strategies turn the powerful “forces” of the 
market against neoliberalism by encouraging the development of com-
petitive small businesses and by developing an economic rationale for 
policies that would give small businesses a fair chance to compete.





3
Can Localism Be Just and Sustainable?

When evaluated from the perspective of the contribution to building a 
more just and sustainable society, localism is in many ways a bundle of 
contradictions. Local enterprises may not always be successful at provid-
ing good jobs and other opportunities for the least fortunate members 
of the regional economy, and they may not be paragons of environmental 
sustainability. However, the local sector can also be a home for entre-
preneurs who have a vision of building local, living economies. To some 
degree the task of localist leaders is similar to that of other movement 
leaders: to take a heap of unruly potential and move it toward a goal of 
disciplined social change. The task is to take owners of small businesses 
who may not have been exposed to the political and economic issues 
discussed in the previous chapters and to help them to think through a 
transition of identity from “small business owner” to “community enter-
prise leader.” For example, at one conference that I attended, a speaker 
compared his independent business association to a church. His some-
what tongue-in-cheek comment drew some laughter: he said the he pre-
ferred to operate a church of sinners rather than one of saints, because 
it was a better business opportunity.

In the previous two chapters I examined localism in the United States 
as a system of political thought and economic development knowledge; 
in this chapter I examine localism from a values perspective on the ques-
tion of its potential to contribute to a vision of the good society. I explore 
the concern that the homegrown economy is not intrinsically just or 
sustainable and that the potential to build an alternative global economy 
based on a vast network of locally owned independent enterprises with 
a clear social and environmental responsibility mission is just that: a 
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potential, realized to varying degrees in the world of actual locally owned 
independent enterprises. Rather than answer the question “Is localism 
just and sustainable?” in a monolithic and abstract way, I develop my 
general argument that there are, in fact, a variety of “localisms,” and 
that in order to fi nd opportunities to move the actual to the potential 
one must begin with the varieties of localism.

Lack of Concern for Justice

When considering the relationship between distributive justice and local-
ism, a critic could advance at least four main arguments.

First, locally owned independent organizations are not inherently more 
just or equitable than large publicly traded corporations. Small busi-
nesses can be bastions of nepotism, sexism, and racism, whereas large 
corporations have human resources departments that can enforce a wide 
range of anti-discriminatory laws and standards. On this issue, there is 
no easy reply except to admit that there is tremendous variation within 
both the small-business sector and the large corporate sector.1 However, 
there is another, more challenging criticism that emerges from the same 
general line of thought. A fairly well-established fi nding in the manage-
ment literature, known as the fi rm-size wage effect, presents some trou-
bling data for those who wish to claim that the small-business sector is 
better for workers. Various studies have shown that large fi rms (generally 
defi ned as those with more than 500 employees) pay higher wages than 
small fi rms (those with fewer than 25 employees). The effect remains 
robust even when industry type, worker category, fi rm age, and outlier 
wages such as executive salaries are controlled. Furthermore, the turn-
over rate is lower at large fi rms, and fringe benefi ts, such as health-care 
coverage in the United States, are higher at large fi rms. Various explana-
tions have emerged for the fi rm-size wage effect, and the more recent 
studies in the subfi eld have attempted to sort out the different hypothe-
ses. Among the more prominent explanations are variations on the claim 
that productivity is higher at large fi rms as a result of higher levels of 
capital, employee skills, matching of employees with jobs, managerial 
skills, and investment in training. However, large fi rms may also have 
more unionization, less industrial competition, and compensation for less 
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attractive jobs. Whatever the explanation, a critic of localism can argue 
with some assurance that wages are, in the aggregate, lower in the small-
business sector of the economy.2

A second major criticism of localism goes as follows: Even if there 
were no wage effect, a locally produced good is often packaged with an 
attribute of higher quality, and the poor can ill afford the double 
price premium. For example, local food is often packaged as organic and 
sold for a price premium as a kind of luxury good. Another example is 
a homeowner’s decision to install solar panels (localist in the sense 
of local production of energy but not the product), which generally 
require an expensive investment with a long payback period. Local 
organic food and distributed renewable energy are examples of specialty 
niches with premium prices that benefi t middle-class and wealthy con-
sumers. One might argue by extension that the local economy has become 
an upscale niche economy that offers higher-quality goods at a price 
premium, including ecologically “green” goods. Locally owned indepen-
dent stores are often boutiques that offer special “local fl avor” experi-
ences to tourists at “tourist prices.” Localist spaces such as farmers’ 
markets have even been described as racially privileged spaces of “white-
ness” in a multi-ethnic society. Localist products are, to be brief, luxury 
goods.3

A third and related criticism is that there is a potential for localism to 
devolve into rich-country enclavism—that is, for communities in wealthy 
countries to improve their own conditions but turn their backs on broader 
global problems. The kernel of the argument can be found in The Work 
of Nations, where the former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich suggests 
that the footloose knowledge workers of the global economy have a 
weak sense of belonging to a particular place and may be unwilling to 
support domestic and local government spending on infrastructure and 
social services. When faced with the world’s problems, they tend toward 
resignation and indifference, and they retreat into the enclaves of gated 
communities, park-like offi ce campuses, shopping malls, and other safe 
zones. Reich’s arguments focus on the nation-state in a global economy, 
but they are similar to arguments that have been raised with respect to 
localism. Some have argued that wealthy communities in wealthy coun-
tries, by substituting locally made products with those imported from 
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abroad, are reducing the opportunities for low-income producers in low-
income countries to reap the benefi ts of participation the global market. 
The British journalist George Monbiot suggests that working-class people 
in low-income countries benefi t from access to global trade and would 
be harmed by relocalization of commerce. In other words, the import-
substitution strategies of communities in wealthy countries, like the 
protectionist policies of those countries, can come at the expense of the 
export-oriented economies of poor countries.4

A similar argument can be found in an essay—written during the rise 
of the appropriate-technology movement—in which the technology theo-
rist Langdon Winner suggested that the countercultural reformers who 
renounced the world of the cities and went back to the land adopted an 
individualistic solution to the world’s problems. Although they managed 
to shrink their ecological footprints by developing homesteads with more 
sustainable agriculture and cleaner energy, their overall effect on the 
global economy, not to mention environmental policies, was negligible. 
Much the same can be said about the home-power movement, whose 
enthusiasts took their homes “off the grid” and sought energy from 
wind, solar, wood, and other sources. The subsequent growth of natural-
products industries makes it possible for the wealthy to insulate them-
selves, at least to some degree, from a toxic environment. By greening 
the household but not much else, there is the potential for some people 
to engage in an individualistic politics of separation from the world. 
According to the sociologist Andrew Szasz, the “inverted quarantine” of 
insulation from environmental damage through green consumption can 
be viewed as just another iteration of a long history of attempts by the 
middle and upper classes in both rich and poor countries to isolate 
themselves from the world’s problems. To the extent that localist strate-
gies become inward looking and focus on developing the local commu-
nity as a healthy and environmentally friendly place, advocates of localism 
can run the risk of turning their backs on the need to advocate broader 
solutions to the world’s problems.5

Closely related to the problem of enclavism is a fourth argument 
against localism: that the growth of suburbs created political and geo-
graphical boundaries that made it easier for the middle class to escape 
from and ignore the problems of poor and working-class people. In the 
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United States, portions of the suburban middle class have turned toward 
a politics of green consumerism and toward improvement of the envi-
ronmental quality of their suburban neighborhoods and their rural 
weekend retreats. Building on work by the historians Lizabeth Cohen 
and Mike Davis, the agrifood researchers Melanie DuPuis, David 
Goodman, and Jill Harrison discuss the potential for localism to exclude 
concern with the plight of low-income workers. For example, they argue 
that in California the devolution of political institutions weakened regu-
latory structures that would have better protected poor and working-
class people (e.g., farmworkers) from pesticide exposure.6

Thus, four main lines of argument can be identifi ed with respect 
to the potential disconnect between localism and distributive justice 
concerns:

• Locally owned enterprises do not necessarily offer better opportunities 
than large corporations for workers, the poor, and historically excluded 
ethnic groups.

• Locally made products are generally upscale niche products that are 
not accessible for people with limited incomes.

• Localism may benefi t communities in wealthy countries by cutting off 
the poor in less developed countries from the benefi ts of world trade.

• The politics of government devolution and suburbanization created 
barriers that favored the middle class and weakened the opportunities 
for social justice for poor and working-class people.

Regarding the fi rst argument, it is true that some locally owned busi-
nesses can be hotbeds of nepotism and unfair personnel practices, whereas 
global corporations tend to ignore differences of religion, ethnicity, 
national origin, gender, and so on, at least in hiring for entry-level posi-
tions in the United States. However, there are well-known “glass ceil-
ings” in the upper reaches of the management of large corporations, 
where women, ethnic minorities, and even white males without the right 
social background fi nd that opportunities are closed. Opportunities for 
advancement may be more open for members of historically excluded 
groups in the small business sector. For example, a study of entrepre-
neurs found that African-American women and men were 50 percent 
more likely to start businesses than their white counterparts but more 
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likely to fail. The situation is suggestive of closed political opportunities 
and racial discrimination in the corporate world.7

There is also considerable evidence that large publicly traded corpora-
tions have continually attempted to fi nd ways to depress wages rather 
than share profi ts with workers. The evidence is visible not only in the 
long history of labor struggles in the United States but also in the growing 
outsourcing of production. Within the United States some of the large 
retailers also exhibit a parallel strategy of cost savings by squeezing 
productivity from their workers. In those chain stores hourly workers 
suffer from low wages, discrimination, forced overtime, and lack of 
health care and other benefi ts. The costs of low wages and shoddy prod-
ucts end up being shifted onto the public sector or onto households and 
family networks, which ultimately have to pay for the environmental and 
health effects of low prices. Conversely, locally owned businesses do not 
face the same pressure to downsize workforces as do publicly traded 
corporations, and they can provide a protective shield of employment 
during periods of economic downturn. The protective shield is particu-
larly evident in family businesses, where laying off an employee, perhaps 
a longtime friend, can be as wrenching as kicking a family member out 
of the household. Indeed, it is to those long-time employees and younger 
family members that the elder entrepreneur often turns when looking for 
a successor.8

Regarding the fi rm-size wage effect, caution should be exercised in 
applying aggregate statistical fi ndings to a reform movement within a 
portion of the economy. The studies reveal that there is signifi cant varia-
tion across industries, and that the fi rm-size wage effect is negligible in 
the retail industry, which has been the primary driving force of the local-
ist movement. The aggregate statistics also do not separate small fi rms 
in general from small fi rms that are socially and environmentally respon-
sible, which are more likely to provide living wages, good benefi ts, and 
substantial community support. Likewise, the aggregate statistics do not 
take into account the willingness of some people to accept somewhat 
lower wages in exchange for the right to own a business and control 
their working conditions, nor do the statistics take into account the 
higher levels of government subsidies and tax breaks that go to larger 
fi rms. Finally, the studies do not take into account the interaction between 
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large and small businesses. For example, the opening of a big-box store 
reduces the wages of small retail stores in a region.9

One example of the kinds of benefi ts that the aggregate statistics may 
not capture is the “small giant” phenomenon. In a book titled Small 
Giants: Companies That Choose to Be Great Instead of Big, the journal-
ist Bo Burlingham explored the working conditions of companies that 
chose to remain private and not pursue profi tability growth at the expense 
of other goals. Some of the companies sold mainly to the metropolitan 
region in which they were located; others were export-oriented manu-
facturers. In either case, the owners of the companies decided to put the 
values of community support, customer satisfaction, employee well-
being, and in some cases environmental stewardship above the need to 
show steady increases in revenue growth and profi tability. The businesses 
had a close relationship with their home communities, and they often 
made signifi cant contributions to economic development and nonprofi t 
activity. Workers were generally enthusiastic about their jobs, the oppor-
tunities they had to participate in decision making, and the support they 
received for community involvement. The owners and managers knew 
the employees, stepped in to help them in times of crisis, and offered 
new opportunities for career development. In one example a food store 
created spin-off businesses that allowed capable and ambitious employ-
ees to fi nd new opportunities and ownership potential. In other cases 
founders of companies gradually shifted ownership to employees through 
employee stock ownership plans, trusts, or other mechanisms. The “small 
giant” phenomenon demonstrates the many positive externalities associ-
ated with locally owned small businesses, including benefi ts that address 
concerns regarding social justice in a global economy.

Regarding the second argument, there is little doubt that localist goods 
and services have been linked to upscale market niches. However, there 
are also examples of local businesses that offer products that are quite 
affordable for low-income consumers. One example is the resale indus-
try, which offers goods at bargain prices and also shifts waste from 
landfi lls. Furthermore, as I noted in the previous chapter, the assumption 
that prices are generally lower in big-box stores and supermarkets is 
often erroneous, especially when goods of equivalent quality are com-
pared. Regarding local agricultural networks, there is undoubtedly a high 
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level of middle-class participation, but the networks can contribute to 
efforts to build community food security. For example, some farmers’ 
markets accept food stamps, and some community-supported farms offer 
scholarships for low-income residents. Farmers also donate excess 
produce to food banks, and the larger community gardens often have 
extra plots for food banks. As I will examine in more detail in chapter 
5, community gardening is probably the best place to look within the 
range of local food and agricultural institutions to fi nd a connection 
between localism and distributive justice. Again, if one recognizes that 
there are different forms of localism, some of which are divided along 
class lines, then the criticisms are best construed as challenges that 
deserve further inquiry rather than closing arguments that warrant a 
facile dismissal.

Similar rebuttals can be offered regarding the greening of energy con-
sumption. It does not have to be confi gured as a luxury good, such as 
credits for solar panels on middle-class homes. Some affordable housing 
projects are beginning to incorporate energy effi ciency measures and 
solar panels into the building design, innovations that reduce energy 
expenses, which are a signifi cant part of low-income household budgets. 
Likewise, some utilities and nonprofi t organizations offer weatherization 
programs for low-income households. Weatherization is not only a way 
to reduce energy consumption and save on energy costs; it is also a way 
for a regional economy to engage in import substitution. A region that 
engages in energy conservation replaces funds that are fl owing outside 
the region for energy with funds fl owing to contractors within the region 
(although some of the weatherization materials may be imported). Such 
strategies can also coincide with reduced household expenditures with a 
relatively rapid pay-back period, and consequently they may address the 
issue of justice much more directly than do tax credits for solar panels.

Furthermore, when the concept of justice is opened up to include not 
only the fates of working-class and poor people but also the general 
sovereignty of a community in the global economy, there are other kinds 
of connections between localism and justice. When retail consumption 
moves from Main Street to malls and superstore complexes, the enclo-
sure of the street and urban plazas as civic spaces limits the potential for 
street-based political mobilization and protest that often benefi t the poor. 
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More generally, an economy with many locally owned small businesses 
rather than a few large employers affords greater opportunity for “third 
places.” Although bookstores, coffee shops, restaurants, and other places 
where people meet and sometimes engage in political discussion can be 
franchises or chain stores, they are often owned locally by small business 
people.10

Regarding the third criticism, rich-country enclavism should be recog-
nized as a challenge that should be addressed. A perverse criticism of 
localism that one sometimes hears is that if everyone followed the logic 
to an extreme, no one would buy from nonlocal producers and the global 
economy would collapse. The point is ludicrous, because much of what 
passes for localism is actually the hybrid type of locally owned retail 
stores and services that sell and utilize globally produced products; those 
businesses are hardly cutting themselves off from the global economy. 
To the extent that locally owned businesses in wealthy countries seek to 
buy from similar businesses abroad and thereby connect the localist and 
fair-trade movements, they can surmount the challenge of enclavism by 
steering their purchases of nonlocal products away from the distant 
sweatshops of the global corporate economy toward small independent 
producers throughout the world. The development of global localism is 
necessary to avoid the problem of enclavism, and the project is already 
part of localist thinking. In general the localist literature provides a 
coherent analysis of the negative effects of globalization, suggestions for 
policy reforms from the local to international levels, and concern with 
how to connect the reform efforts in one community with those in others 
throughout the world. Like the formation of middle-class niche markets, 
an impassive, “us fi rst” form of localism is a strand within the movement 
and a potential risk, but the diagnosis hardly applies to all forms of 
localism.

Finally, regarding the concern that local government boundaries are 
used to solidify class and ethnic divisions, and political devolution is used 
to weaken the mandate of federal and state governments to protect poor 
and working- class people, the criticism tends to paint localism with a 
broad brush. It would be better to distinguish between a type of localiza-
tion, the devolution of political power to state and local governments 
and the fragmentation of metropolitan political boundaries, and the 
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localist movement, then analyze the politics of each. Certainly, the poli-
tics of devolution and suburbanization have had negative implications 
for the urban poor and working-class people, especially when devolution 
has been accompanied by reductions in welfare programs and labor 
protections. However, those historical processes are distinct from the 
localist movement. For example, independent business associations are 
not geographically limited to wealthy, middle-class suburbs, but instead 
many associations are defi ned with respect to either a central city or a 
metropolitan region, such as greater Philadelphia or greater Boston. 
Furthermore, the local business networks include businesses from a 
variety of neighborhoods within the region, and they foster business 
development in urban neighborhoods as well as in suburban ones.

In summary: The criticisms of localism from the standpoint of distribu-
tive justice identify signifi cant challenges. However, the challenges can 
be a basis for formulating questions about the existence, prevalence, and 
supporting factors of a type of localism that addresses issues of inequality 
and urban poverty. Locally owned businesses by defi nition have more at 
stake in the communities that they serve, tend not to leave, and give back 
more through participation in local politics and donations to charities 
such as food banks. Furthermore, by strengthening local networks of 
government agencies, nonprofi t organizations, and small businesses, and 
by recovering the spaces that those organizations create for civic action, 
localism offers a strategy for strengthening democracy. Nevertheless, the 
criticisms of those concerned with distributive justice should be the basis 
for a more concerted attempt to develop localism throughout the com-
modity chain. To have a locally owned hardware store that sells the same 
products as are found in the big-box stores, including products manu-
factured under weak labor and environmental conditions in low-income 
countries, seems to be a recipe for exacerbating the pernicious streak 
identifi ed in the third argument outlined here. An enduring challenge of 
localism in the twenty-fi rst century will be to make sure that it connects 
a “fair-bought” local store with a “fair-made” or “fair-trade” product.

Lack of Sustainability

Another set of issues from a values perspective involves the capacity for 
localist politics to contribute solutions to making the world’s societies 
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more environmentally sustainable. Much of the current debate on local-
ism and the environment involves a very specifi c issue: carbon emissions. 
I will begin with this issue, but I will argue that it unduly restricts think-
ing about the localism and environment connection.

Critics of localism have claimed that the shorter distance between 
production and consumption for local goods does not automatically 
mean that local goods are more environmentally sustainable. The argu-
ment that links sustainability and localism is probably most prominent 
among local food organizations, which suggest that by buying locally a 
consumer reduces the ecological footprint of consumption by lowering 
“food miles” (the number of miles that a food product travels from its 
source of production to its point of consumption). However, a growing 
chorus of critics has suggested that the claim that a shorter commodity 
chain guarantees lower greenhouse-gas emissions is not always correct. 
For example, a tomato grown in a hothouse in the United Kingdom that 
is powered by electricity from natural gas may generate more carbon 
than one grown under the sun in Spain, even if the latter travels by truck 
to the British market.11

If the issue were simply one of comparing different conditions of pro-
duction with distance to market, then one could reply to the food-miles 
critics by saying that when production processes are equivalent, the local 
product consumes less carbon. For example, it seems intuitively obvious 
that a tomato raised outdoors and organically in the United Kingdom 
will consume less carbon than an equivalent tomato shipped in from 
Spain. However, additional wrinkles in the food-miles debate emerge 
from the possibility that local food systems entail more trips to markets 
by farmers and by consumers than supermarket-based shopping. Esti-
mating how much carbon is generated by larger numbers of short trips 
in small vehicles versus smaller numbers of long trips in large vehicles is 
a complicated problem. Furthermore, differences among truck, rail, and 
air freight transportation for long-distance shipping are signifi cant from 
an emissions perspective. To resolve the food-miles issue, one must take 
into account the total environmental impact of a product over its life 
cycle, rather than just the carbon implications of transportation distance. 
The complexity of measuring carbon impact has become especially 
important to the agricultural industry of New Zealand, which became 
concerned with policies in Europe that were taking long-distance 
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transportation into account for organic food standards. One study from 
that country found that the total carbon impact of lamb raised in New 
Zealand was smaller than the comparable carbon impact of lamb raised 
in the United Kingdom, even when emissions from transportation were 
taken into account.12

One way to respond to the life-cycle criticism is to examine the meth-
odology of food-miles studies and question their assumptions. For 
example, the localist leader Michael Shuman pointed out that the New 
Zealand study did not include within-nation ground transportation, 
which is double for New Zealand food products, because its lamb has 
to be trucked both within New Zealand before being shipped to the 
United Kingdom and then again within the United Kingdom. Shuman 
also noted that the study assumed coal as the electricity source for British 
lamb and hydropower for New Zealand lamb. Again, his arguments 
point to the complexity of the issue and the lack of likelihood that a 
single, defi nitive study will resolve it. In view of the signifi cant industrial 
interests at stake, it is likely that there will be a proliferation of studies 
and an ongoing controversy regarding the variable environmental divi-
dends for local and nonlocal food production, depending on the type of 
food, how it is produced, how it is shipped, and how far it travels to 
market. On the one hand, under some circumstances non-locally-
produced food will probably have lower greenhouse-gas emissions than 
locally produced food. On the other hand, if other aspects of the life 
cycle are comparable, the smaller amount of energy spent in transporting 
locally produced goods to market would result in an environmental 
dividend, especially if the mode of transportation for the distant food 
were air freight.13

Although it makes sense to engage the detailed empirical assumptions 
and methodologies of food-miles studies, it would be dangerous for 
advocates of localism to hitch their sustainability arguments solely to the 
wagon of carbon and transportation. Instead, a localist would do better 
to step back and draw attention to other environmental issues that might 
lead a consumer to favor local farms and other locally owned producers. 
Paying attention only to the food-miles debate may result in a premature 
narrowing of the discussion. On the issue of local food, one might simply 
ask this straightforward question: Which do you want to be your neigh-
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bor, an organic farm or a factory farm? However, there are more sys-
tematic arguments that, when grouped together, provide a different type 
of framework for thinking about localism and the environment.

One alternative way to link localism to environmental sustainability 
involves feedback loops between consumers and producers. If a hog farm 
or a manufacturing facility pollutes the surrounding environment, the 
residents of the area may be well aware of the pollution. However, if the 
residents are not consumers of the hogs or of the products of the manu-
facturing plant, a point of leverage with the polluting farm or fi rm is 
lost. Furthermore, if the consumers are nonlocal, then they are not as 
likely to be aware of the pollution and consequently not as likely to seek 
changes in production practices. In other words: as economies have 
become globalized, consumers have become less aware of the conditions 
of production of the products they consume. As the political scientists 
Thomas Princen and Michael Maniates have suggested, more direct 
feedback between consumers and producers may enhance the potential 
to correct environmentally damaging technologies and production prac-
tices, and geographical proximity is one way to achieve the goal. If a 
product is produced and consumed locally, then it is more likely that 
feedback loops involving consumer concerns about production processes 
will be operational.14

Another type of feedback loop between localism and the environment 
involves local ownership. Even if a product is not consumed where it is 
produced, another set of feedback loops can operate if the owners of the 
farm or the manufacturing site live nearby. The potential infl uence that 
a community has to remediate environmentally damaging practices is 
likely to be greater if the fi rm is locally owned. For example, family 
members of the polluting business who live in the community may fi nd 
that their social relationships in local civic and political organizations 
become strained. In view of the family’s position in the community and 
its desire to maintain respect and leadership, their business practices 
would be more likely to be responsive to local public pressure. In con-
trast, if the owner of the polluting business is a large corporation with 
distant headquarters, it can more easily ignore the community’s concerns 
and protests. Furthermore, if the concerns were to grow to the point that 
the corporation could no longer ignore them in view of the risks of brand 
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dilution generated by bad publicity or actions of local governments, the 
company might threaten to move to another city. The threat of losing 
the company would be likely to divide the community along jobs-versus-
environment lines, and the opposition could be further divided by grant-
ing a few concessions to the community and gaining publicity for the 
“greening” of the company in a public-relations campaign.

A third argument that links localism and the environment returns to 
issues (discussed in chapter 1) regarding the degrees of freedom that a 
closely held, privately owned fi rm has for investment decisions. Owners 
of such fi rms have greater leeway than the managers of publicly traded 
fi rms when deciding to invest more profi ts into the greening of the fi rm’s 
products and production processes, even if such investments may not be 
the most lucrative investment option in the short term. An example is 
Seventh Generation, a manufacturer of green household cleaning prod-
ucts that went public but then bought back its publicly traded shares in 
order to pursue a more socially and environmentally responsible mission 
than its public shareholders would have allowed. Although privatization 
of publicly traded fi rms became widespread after 2000, it took place 
largely for reasons of making enhanced profi ts. Once a fi rm was taken 
private, the new shareholders could trim costs, sell off divisions, and 
prepare it for acquisition by another large publicly traded corporation 
or for a new initial public stock offering. The kind of privatization that 
Seventh Generation undertook is quite different from that found among 
private equity fi rms, because its goal was permanent private ownership 
status in order to maintain its social and environmental mission. Seventh 
Generation later became certifi ed by B Lab as a “B Corporation” (that 
is, a corporation dedicated to stakeholder governance and social and 
environmental responsibility), and to date B Corporations are privately 
held. The experience of Seventh Generation is quite consistent with the 
general argument that publicly traded corporations are on a treadmill of 
ongoing growth and reinvestment that requires them to sacrifi ce social 
and environmental responsibility values when those values come into 
confl ict with profi tability.15

The primary counter-argument is that locally owned independent busi-
nesses tend to be undercapitalized. Even in cases for which there is a 
convergence of consumer feedback, local ownership leverage, and the 
desire of owners to green their production technologies, the owners may 
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simply lack the capital to invest in the new technologies. In contrast, the 
publicly traded company has greater fi nancial resources and may invest 
in more up-to-date and environmentally effi cient technologies. The net 
impact on the local environment may actually be worse in the case of 
the locally owned company. In fact, according to the sociologist Arthur 
Mol, the concern that small independent fi rms tended to use outmoded 
technologies was one of the factors that led to the development of eco-
logical modernization theory, which emphasized the importance of the 
greening of large industrial corporations.16

Together, the argument and the counter-argument suggest that two 
contradictory factors are at play. On the one hand, locally owned fi rms 
do not have the fi duciary responsibilities to anonymous shareholders that 
large publicly traded fi rms have, and consequently they may have more 
degrees of freedom that enable them to invest capital in green technolo-
gies, even when such investments may not offer the highest return. On 
the other hand, locally owned fi rms do not have the same access to 
capital markets as large publicly traded fi rms, and consequently they may 
lack access to capital needed for investment in green technologies. Because 
both factors are likely to affect fi rm decisions, one would have to 
approach the argument empirically by developing controlled compari-
sons to assess the extent to which locally owned fi rms are more or less 
highly polluting. For example, there is some evidence that non-locally-
owned chemical plants in the United States emit more toxic chemicals 
than locally owned chemical plants, but the effect is complicated because 
the higher emissions are related to differences in the amount of chemicals 
kept onsite in local and nonlocal fi rms. However, when the plants are 
located in communities with a larger percentage of civil-society organiza-
tions, they emit lower levels of toxic chemicals. In turn, research by the 
sociologist Charles Tolbert and his colleagues suggests that higher local 
ownership is positively correlated with higher measures of civil-society 
and third-place organizations, so there may also be indirect effects of the 
amount of local ownership on fi rm behavior.17

The comparison of arguments and counter-arguments suggests four 
ways of thinking about the localism and sustainability connection. 
Although life-cycle analysis of energy consumption and greenhouse-gas 
generation is important, the food-miles controversy tends to focus the 
question of the relationship between localism and sustainability on a very 



110  Chapter 3

narrow technical issue, and it is likely to lead to a proliferation of studies 
that will yield contradictory results. I suggest three other approaches to 
thinking about the relationship between localism and sustainability:

• Increased geographical proximity between consumers and producers 
may render producer pollution more visible and of more concern to 
consumers.

• Locally owned fi rms may be more responsive to their image in the local 
community and to community desire for the fi rms to improve their envi-
ronmental practices.

• Closely held independent fi rms may be more able to exercise greater 
control over investment decisions on environmental issues than publicly 
traded fi rms, even if those decisions involve lower short-term returns 
than other investment options.

In short, I suggest a framework for thinking about the issue of localism 
and the environment that will not trap debates in the important but 
highly limited controversies around carbon and transportation.

Conclusion

A critic of localism would be right to argue that enhanced local owner-
ship of a region’s economy would not inherently address concerns of 
social justice and environmental sustainability. However, one should not 
jump to the conclusion that no forms of localism can be just and sustain-
able. Instead, one must recognize that there are various ways to concep-
tualize linkages between localism and justice and sustainability. The 
theoretical approach of this chapter has the advantage of generating a 
framework for considering various types of linkages and for exercising 
caution when one-sided arguments are advanced against localism without 
consideration of counter-arguments. However, once the arguments and 
the counter-arguments have been explored, empirical research will be 
necessary.

One potential weakness of the discussion in this chapter is that it has 
tended to leave unproblematized the defi nitions of sustainability and 
justice that were articulated in the introduction and in chapter 1. It is 
worth turning to those defi nitions again as we begin to consider how 
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concepts of sustainability and justice might be refashioned to help clarify 
the issues at stake.

In Alternative Pathways in Science and Industry, I developed a frame-
work for addressing the issue of localism by building on the concept of 
“just sustainability” as it was developed by the environmental scholar 
Julian Agyeman and his colleagues. One might think of justice and sus-
tainability as two dimensions, represented by an X and Y axis. (See fi gure 
3.1.) Pathways for change that address justice problems occupy a con-
tinuum from the remediation of rights breaches (in other words, attempts 
to solve social justice problems in the sense of providing basic food, 
clothing, and shelter to the poor) to developing new democratic institu-
tions and processes that facilitate attempts to build a more just world. 
On this axis the localist movement draws attention to the goal of build-
ing new kinds of institutions, specifi cally those with invigorated local 
political and economic sovereignty, that can enable a world of just sus-
tainabilities to develop with more facility. To some degree the axis can 
be conceptualized as representing an expansive concept of justice that 
includes distributive and procedural approaches. On the horizontal axis 
I suggest another continuum of environmentally oriented pathways for 

Improving
democratic
processes

Sunsetting
worst
problems

Remediation 
of problems
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of processes

Redesign of
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products
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Figure 3.1
Justice and sustainability as a fi eld of contestation.
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change ranging from attempts to remediate worst practices, such as 
environmental justice struggles that result in cleanup projects, to more 
systemic approaches to design with global environmental problems in 
mind. As with the concept of justice, this axis also represents an expan-
sive understanding of sustainability, in this case a range of approaches 
from remediation to redesign. Together, the two axes suggest a fi eld of 
contested approaches to resolving problems of justice and sustainability, 
ranging from the remediatory to the processual. The direction of the 
arrow is suggestive of my assumption that building institutions that 
facilitate the development of the good society requires shifting the fi eld 
of interventions toward the processual sides.18

In the chapters that follow, new empirical research is brought together 
with existing literatures to suggest that there are many examples of 
locally owned independent organizations that do address social justice 
or environmental sustainability, and sometimes both. The organizations 
are not always successful, and they often encounter both internal orga-
nizational and external political confl icts. Likewise, the alternative path-
ways of urban development discussed in the chapters that follow do not 
represent a utopia of a sustainable, just community. However, they 
provide examples of how to build a regional economy that challenges 
the assumptions of both the technopole model (in which the center of 
the local economy is a high-tech manufacturing cluster and everything 
else is secondary) and the enclavist utopianism of “back to the land” 
and communalist experiments (which seek withdrawal from the global 
economy). The examples represent starting points and models of a type 
of localism that builds environmental and/or social equality goals into 
organizational missions, and they reveal a variety of organizational forms 
that are capable of remaining economically feasible. Many adopt a non-
profi t, social enterprise model that combines voluntary donations of time 
and money with an earned income revenue stream of sales of goods and 
services, but some are also for-profi t businesses that are connected with 
the “buy local” campaigns of the independent business associations. As 
a group, the examples suggest some starting points for understanding a 
strand of localism that goes a long way toward addressing the criticisms 
that were explored in this chapter.
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The Politics of Local Retailing

Independent business associations have become the focal point of mobi-
lizations to shift regional economic development priorities in favor of 
greater consideration for the small-business community. As big-box 
stores have proliferated, independent businesses have come together to 
articulate the benefi ts that they provide to the communities in which they 
are located. Since the mid 1990s, independent business associations have 
launched an increasing number of “buy local” campaigns, which urge 
consumers and businesses to shift some purchases and other transactions 
to locally owned retail stores, banks, credit unions, manufacturers, ser-
vices, and farms. However, the “buy local” theme is often only one 
among many that can be found articulated in the associations. In my 
experience with one such organization, some members join because they 
are concerned with fi guring out how to survive and prosper as small 
businesses in a global economy, whereas others are more concerned with 
developing a more sustainable and just regional economy. The range of 
goals and motivations is refl ected in the various names of independent 
business associations. Some call themselves an independent business 
alliance or business council, others use the phrase “sustainable business 
network,” and yet others use the phrase “local fi rst” in their name. In 
this chapter I will provide a background on the current wave of “buy 
local” campaigns and independent business associations, then I will 
explore the role of justice and sustainability goals.
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Historical Background

On fi rst glance the most recent wave of “buy local” campaigns appears 
to repeat the oppositional politics that emerged during the 1920s, a 
decade when the number of chain stores in the United States grew from 
30,000 to 150,000. Retail consolidation was particularly strong in the 
grocery industry, where chain stores achieved about 40 percent of the 
market share of sales. The Great Atlantic and Pacifi c Tea Company 
(A&P) was the Wal-Mart of the day, with 15,700 stores in 1930 and a 
ranking as the country’s fi fth-largest industrial corporation. As Richard 
Schragger has noted, the fi gure of 15,000 stores was not surpassed until 
2003, the year that the Subway chain broke the previous record, although 
via franchising rather than direct ownership. As in the present era, the 
chain-store phenomenon of the 1920s and the 1930s was not limited to 
grocery stores; many other markets were touched, including the phar-
macy, restaurant, and automotive care industries.1

Although the fi gures are impressive, the chain stores of the 1920s and 
the 1930s were much smaller than the big boxes that arrived in 
late twentieth century, and the market share of the chains in most of the 
retail industry remained much lower than today. Nevertheless, an 
anti-chain-store movement emerged, and reformers convinced 26 states 
and dozens of cities to impose taxes on chain stores. In some cases the 
taxes were severe enough to affect chain stores’ profi tability, and 
the stores responded to the threat by challenging the laws in the courts. 
The legal battles eventually ended up in the US Supreme Court, 
which upheld the laws but also limited them. In 1936 Congress responded 
to the wave of public concern by passing the Robinson-Patman 
Act, which prohibited price discrimination. Two years later, Wright 
Patman (D-Texas) and 75 other representatives proposed additional 
legislation that would have placed a national tax on chain stores and 
would have effectively driven them out of business. However, the chain 
stores had been mobilizing to improve their labor relations, recruit 
farmers for support, and develop public-relations campaigns that touted 
the benefi t to consumers of low prices. They won a referendum in 
California that reversed the state’s chain-store tax, convinced voters 
in Utah to reject a chain-store tax, and defeated the Patman proposal in 
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Congress. “Though A&P would be subject to a damaging anti-trust 
lawsuit in the 1940s,” Schragger notes, “no new states adopted chain-
store taxes after 1941, and a few allowed theirs to lapse, or repealed 
them.” (2005: 1081)2

Partly as a result of the anti-chain-store movement, the chains held 
less than 25 percent of the overall retail market from the 1920s through 
the 1950s. The relatively low and stable market share suggests that 
industrial consolidation is less a natural outcome of the impersonal 
forces of markets than a result of government policies that shape the 
potential for consolidation. A change in the federal tax code in 1954 
allowed commercial real estate investors to take large deductions for 
property depreciation during the early years of their investment rather 
than averaging the deduction over 40 years. The depreciation rates were 
so high that some investors could pay for construction costs with rental 
income, avoid taxes on the income by deducting the front-loaded depre-
ciation costs, and then use the cash to build again. A fl ood of investment 
into commercial real estate followed. The private-sector investment coin-
cided with the huge federal government investment in the interstate 
highway system and the suburbanization of society, and consequently 
retail began to grow rapidly in suburban shopping centers. In 1962 Wal-
Mart and Target were launched, and by 1967 chains had one-third of 
the retail market. By the 1980s many other retail chains had been 
launched, among them Toys “R” Us, Home Depot, and Circuit City. By 
the end of the century independent stores held less than 20 percent of 
the market share in a wide range of the retail industry, including super-
markets, pharmacies, and bookstores. Furthermore, as the suburban 
markets became saturated, the chains colonized previously forsaken 
market segments, such as small towns and old urban neighborhoods; 
they also moved aggressively into foreign markets.3

In the late 1990s a second movement against chain stores emerged. 
Retail consolidation had affected a wide range of businesses, including 
restaurants, coffee shops, supermarkets, and stores that sold toys, sport-
ing goods, hardware, stationery, electronics, books, music, and clothing. 
Although proposals for a “big-box sales tax” were introduced in Maine 
and in Minnesota, in general the second movement adopted a strategy 
that differed from the “tax the chains” approach of the fi rst movement. 
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Some local and state governments responded to retail consolidation by 
requiring community impact analyses for big-box and shopping-center 
projects, by passing zoning ordinances to limit the size of retail spaces, 
and by limiting formula businesses such as franchises. Furthermore, 
independent business associations appealed directly to the individuals, 
businesses, and governments in campaigns to “buy local,” if not always, 
at least occasionally or as a fi rst choice (hence the slogan “local fi rst”). 
In the process, the new campaigns of independent business associations 
tapped local, place-based identities to encourage consumers to think of 
shopping as a civic activity rather than as a narrowly construed economic 
activity.

The present-day “buy local” movement is less oppositional and more 
pro-alternative than the anti-chain-store movement of the 1920s and the 
1930s. Of course, the oppositional politics that were characteristic of the 
early movement have not disappeared. For example, numerous mobiliza-
tions have occurred in communities across the country to stop the con-
struction of Wal-Marts and other big-box outlets. However, in general 
today’s “buy local” campaigns are closer to the politics of what I have 
termed “technology- and product-oriented movements,” or movements 
to develop alternative technologies and products such as organic food, 
renewable energy, green chemicals, and community currencies. Here, the 
alternative product has less to do with its design than with its provenance 
and the ownership of the store from which it is bought. Consequently, 
the “buy local” movements represent an amalgam of an ideal typical 
“technology- and product-oriented movement” and anti-globalization, 
pro-democracy movements. Although the “buy local” campaigns implic-
itly encourage avoidance of big-box stores, they stop short of organized 
boycotts. In today’s retail environment a call for a complete boycott of 
big-box stores and chains would probably be self-defeating, because 
factors of convenience and availability make shopping in such stores 
almost unavoidable for most families. Rather than call for a consumer 
boycott of the chain stores, the independent business associations have 
adopted the double strategy of encouraging consumers to shift some 
purchases toward locally owned independent businesses and city govern-
ments to place limits on the growth of large retail spaces and formula 
businesses. “Buy local” campaigns also encourage a community-based 
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identity that bridges class, ethnic, and other divisions that can often 
weaken a community and its civic life.4

Although independent business associations can unite communities 
across political and ethnic divisions, they can also face internal divisions 
based on issues of mission, especially regarding the importance of social 
and environmental responsibility. Locally owned independent businesses 
are for-profi t organizations, and the degree to which individual business 
owners wish to incorporate the triple-bottom-line thinking of profi tabil-
ity, social responsibility, and environmental sustainability into their busi-
ness decisions is highly variable. It is likely that, in order to sell consumers 
on the value of buying locally, small businesses will increasingly need to 
link themselves to the politics of ethical consumption and the category 
of consumers known as “lifestyles of health and sustainability.” For 
those consumers, the price of products is less important than their prov-
enance, that is, the social and environmentally responsible pedigree of 
both the product and the retail outlet. However, ways can also be found 
to link the lifestyles of health and sustainability issues to lower prices, 
such as occurs in the resale industry.5

How important are social and environmental responsibility goals in 
the movement to support locally owned independent businesses? To 
begin to understand and assess this complicated question, I will follow 
three strategies. In the next section I will present an overview of inde-
pendent business associations in the United States on the issue. Next I 
will discuss specifi c examples drawn from some of the associations. In 
the third section I will examine a segment of the retail industry where 
sustainability and justice goals are prevalent.

The Missions of Independent Business Associations

Independent business associations have proliferated in American cities 
partly because chambers of commerce usually are dominated by large 
publicly traded corporations and by the service companies that work 
directly with those fi rms. To review, in the United States there are two 
main alliances that support locally owned independent business associa-
tions: the American Independent Business Alliance (AMIBA) and the 
Business Alliance for Local Living Economies (BALLE). AMIBA grew 
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out of the efforts of locally owned businesses in Boulder, Colorado, to 
encourage patronage and discourage the growth of chain stores. Success 
in Boulder led to the creation of the national organization, which pro-
vides information and services to independent business associations 
across the country. AMIBA affi liates tend to use the term “independent 
business alliance,” and AMIBA describes the goal of its affi liates as 
“helping maintain unique community character, ensuring continued 
opportunities for entrepreneurs, building local economic strength, and 
preventing the displacement of locally-owned businesses by chains.” 
Notice that issues of environmental sustainability and social justice are 
not listed as central goals; AMIBA is focused on supporting locally 
owned independent businesses.6

BALLE has a slightly different pedigree and set of organizational goals. 
Although its co-founders support independent business associations 
in the cities where they live, BALLE emerged from the Social Venture 
Network, an association of business owners and investors who advocate 
the development of socially and environmentally responsible businesses. 
During the early 1990s, Judy Wicks worked with members of the Social 
Venture Network to develop social and environmentally responsible 
businesses in Philadelphia. When she became chair of the Social Venture 
Network, she developed the “local network initiative” to build “local 
living economies” of socially and environmentally responsible businesses. 
She saw a need for a new organization to support such initiatives, and 
at the 2001 meeting of the Social Venture Network, she and Laury 
Hammel, the owner of several health and recreation clubs in Massachu-
setts, founded BALLE.7

It is clear not only from statements made by Wicks that were analyzed 
in chapter 1 but also from BALLE’s mission statement that social and 
environmental responsibility goals are central to the organization: “We 
envision a sustainable global economy made up of Local Living Econo-
mies that build long-term economic empowerment and prosperity through 
local business ownership, economic justice, cultural diversity, and envi-
ronmental stewardship.”8 To some degree the defi nition of “local busi-
ness ownership” is left up to individual affi liate networks, so there is 
variation. Furthermore, at the annual conferences that I attended, many 
participants were from nonprofi t organizations and government agen-
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cies. The concept of local living economies is meant to serve as a bridge 
across diverse organizations that share a common purpose. Like AMIBA, 
BALLE focuses on locally owned independent businesses, but unlike 
AMIBA, BALLE is more concerned with the local ownership issue as 
a means toward the end of building sustainable and just economies. 
As a result, the affi liate networks of BALLE tend to use terms such as 
“sustainable business network,” “socially responsible,” or “local fi rst” 
in their organizational titles rather than “independent business 
alliance.”

To better understand the issue of local ownership in relationship to 
sustainability and justice goals, I analyzed the mission statements of all 
AMIBA and BALLE affi liates. Focusing on formal mission statements is 
only one way to assess the social and environmental responsibility goals 
of the organizations. In practice, organizations may operate at variance 
from their missions, and there may be groups of member businesses who 
work on sustainability or justice issues, but their work may not be visible 
in the mission statements of the associations. Nevertheless, the analysis 
of mission statements provides one valuable source of information on 
how the movement for locally owned independent businesses is related 
to social and environmental responsibility. When I conducted the analy-
sis in 2007, the websites of the two umbrella organizations had function-
ing links to 19 AMIBA affi liates, 36 BALLE affi liates, and four 
associations affi liated with both organizations. Although both umbrella 
organizations had considerably more affi liate organizations and were 
growing rapidly, the analysis focused only on that set.

All of the 19 AMIBA affi liates for which information was available 
focused on local independent ownership and its benefi ts to the commu-
nity. Environmental or social justice goals did not appear in the mission 
and goal statements. The same was true for the four organizations that 
were affi liated both with BALLE and with AMIBA. BALLE’s affi liates 
were much more diverse organizationally. Its affi liate networks included 
chambers of commerce (generally of small cities, where the chambers 
were concerned with the small-business sector), statewide associations 
of socially responsible businesses, neighborhood business associa-
tions within large cities, metropolitan-level sustainable business associa-
tions, and “local fi rst” organizations. In the organizational mission 
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statements, the term “local” was not always clearly defi ned as referring 
to locally owned independent businesses.

I then categorized the BALLE affi liate organizations into four groups 
based on the degree of concern for sustainability and justice issues and 
the extent to which they focused on independent business issues. (See 
table 4.1.) About 10 percent of the organizations were dedicated to 
socially and environmentally responsible (SER) businesses at a state or 
local level. Those organizations were primarily concerned with sustain-
ability and/or social responsibility, and they appeared to accept as 
members organizations that were not locally owned independent busi-
nesses. Another small group was primarily concerned with neighborhood, 
downtown, or local business development. The group included chambers 
of commerce, downtown or neighborhood business associations, and a 
community development corporation. Again the issue of locally owned 
independent businesses was not primary, but one could presume that 
most of the businesses affi liated with this group of organizations were 

Table 4.1
BALLE network affi liate missions, 2007 (N = 40).

Organizational 
type

Percentage 
of all 
affi liates

Equality or 
social 
responsibility 
goals

Sustainability 
goals

Goals of 
supporting 
locally 
owned 
independent 
businesses

Socially and 
environmentally 
responsible 
business 
associations

10% x x

Chambers, 
downtown 
business 
associations, etc.

22.5% Some x

Independent 
business 
associations

25% x

Comprehensive 42.5% x x x
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locally owned and independent. Sustainability goals were either absent or 
very minor, but poverty remediation and economic development consid-
erations were present. The third group, which included the four organiza-
tions co-affi liated with AMIBA and six others, was primarily oriented 
toward locally owned independent businesses, and sustainability and 
social responsibility goals were either absent or not well articulated. The 
largest group consisted of what might be considered “comprehensive” 
organizations in terms of consistency with the mission of the umbrella 
organization BALLE. They were oriented toward local businesses, often 
specifying local ownership and independence. Sustainability goals were 
generally prominent, and several associations also mentioned some variant 
of a goal of economic justice, affordability, or benefi ts for all citizens. 
Although the comprehensive group is a minority, it is the largest group, 
and presumably the other organizations have chosen to affi liate with 
BALLE because they agree with the concept of bridging local ownership 
with social and environmental responsibility goals.

Although a different analyst might come up with a slightly divergent 
breakdown and categorization, the general conclusion would probably 
not change: the local business movement is divided on the issue of social 
and environmental responsibility. AMIBA is more much vigilant about 
the issue of local ownership and independence, but social and environ-
mental responsibility concerns are absent from mission statements. 
BALLE reveals differences among organizations that emphasize social 
and environmental responsibility but not local ownership and local 
business development, those that emphasize local ownership and/or 
economic development with little concern explicitly mentioned for envi-
ronmental responsibility, and those that emphasize a comprehensive set 
of goals. Based on my experience working with a group that became a 
BALLE affi liate organization, I have come to the conclusion that such 
issues of organizational defi nition represent an ongoing conversation for 
nonprofi t associations that wish to bridge local ownership and social and 
environmental responsibility. Although in the Pacifi c Northwest and in 
New England the bridge between the local ownership mission and social 
and environmental responsibility goals may be built with relative ease, 
it is likely to be built with more diffi culty elsewhere. In my experience, 
locally owned independent businesses can be rallied with ease, and with 
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some passion, under the banner of loss of sales to big-box stores and the 
desire to motivate consumers to support local businesses. However, 
getting them to take the next steps—greening their practices, looking at 
social and environmental issues in product sourcing, and examining how 
to improve their own labor practices and the region’s inequalities—is 
likely to prove more diffi cult for the small businesses that are not already 
in a green market segment. Leadership can come from the member busi-
nesses that have already shifted toward social and environmental respon-
sibility, and gradual education can slowly move the other businesses 
along. However, the issue of relative emphasis between local and green/
blue goals is likely to permeate the independent-business movement for 
some time to come.

Another issue worth considering with regard to the variety of mission 
statements and goals is the somewhat obscure but signifi cant legal dif-
ference between two types of nonprofi t organization. Under the US 
federal tax code there are many fl avors of nonprofi t organizations, but 
the two most relevant tax-code designations are 501(c)(3) and 501(c)(6). 
The 501(c)(3) designation is for organizations that have a charitable, 
scientifi c, or educational mission and provide a general public benefi t for 
a designated geographical area. Contributions to a 501(c)(3) organiza-
tion are deductible as charitable contributions, less an amount specifi ed 
for services provided, and organizations that receive the designation may 
pursue grants from charitable foundations—a feature that can open up 
many opportunities for fi nancial resources. The status is consistent with 
a broad organizational mission that includes local sustainability, poverty 
reduction, and other programs with charitable and/or educational pur-
poses. However, such organizations must restrict lobbying activities, and 
consequently business associations that wish to pursue local procurement 
policies, zoning changes, and other policy reforms may fi nd the 501(c)(3) 
designation limiting. Furthermore, if such organizations have members, 
the government may frown upon restrictions on the limitations of mem-
bership to a category of individual or organization, such as independent 
business owner.

The 501(c)(6) designation is for nonprofi t, membership-based business 
associations that promote their industry and wish to engage in lobbying 
activities. Contributions are not tax deductible as charitable contribu-
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tions, but businesses can usually deduct membership fees as business 
expenses. 501(c)(6) status is appropriate for independent business asso-
ciations, but it is not entirely clear how to defi ne organizations that wish 
to support the local business sector and also to pursue a variety of public 
educational and charitable goals having to do with environmental sus-
tainability, economic development, and the alleviation of poverty. As a 
result, an organization’s legal designation can affect decisions about its 
mission. Some of the BALLE affi liates are 501(c)(3) organizations, some 
are 501(c)(6) organizations, and in a few cases network leaders have set 
up sister organizations, one a 501(c)(3) and the other a 501(c)(6) orga-
nization. Classifi cation is a subject of ongoing discussions within and 
among networks in the movement.

Organizational Choices

To better understand the tradeoffs that can occur with respect to envi-
ronmental and social justice goals, I developed three case studies based 
on interviews with leaders of the AMIBA affi liate in Austin and the 
BALLE affi liates in San Francisco and Philadelphia. In each of the three 
cases I was able to gain a somewhat more detailed perspective on how 
the organizations encountered tradeoffs among sustainability, social 
responsibility, and local/independent goals.

The Austin Independent Business Alliance (AIBA) emerged from a 
campaign to stop the construction of a Borders Bookstore on a street 
corner where two landmark independent businesses were located: 
BookPeople and Waterloo Records. The independent stores used the 
slogan “Keep Austin Weird” and argued that the city should not subsi-
dize the construction of the Borders store. Their campaign was success-
ful, and in the place of the proposed Borders store a fl agship store in the 
Whole Foods chain opened. Because the Whole Foods chain is headquar-
tered in Austin, and because the new Austin store did not compete 
directly with the two independent stores on the same street corner, many 
considered the new store acceptable. If a chain store had to be built on 
that corner, their thinking went, the fl agship store of a publicly traded 
corporation that was headquartered in Austin was one of the most 
acceptable choices.
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Since then AIBA has pioneered innovative programs oriented toward 
locally owned independent businesses. One program, Connecting and 
Linking Independents with Commercial Developments (CLIC), has 
shown that consumers want independent businesses in new shopping 
centers and has connected real estate developers with independent busi-
nesses. Another program, Independent Business Investment Zones (IBIZ), 
uses signs, brochures, and advertising to draw the attention of consumers 
to neighborhood business districts. The business districts also sponsor 
“fi rst night out” events, in which businesses stay open late and offer 
special attractions for shoppers.9

Although the focus of AIBA is on such support programs, some of the 
founders and members of AIBA were concerned with environmental 
issues, and at one point the organization joined with other groups to 
oppose plans to construct a Wal-Mart above the Edwards Aquifer. The 
aquifer has a special meaning in Austin because it feeds Barton Springs, 
a landmark green space that is considered to be the soul of the city. 
Although there is widespread support for preserving and protecting the 
aquifer and the springs, some local businesses were uncomfortable with 
the idea of remaining members of a business association that took politi-
cal positions on issues not directly related to the interests of small busi-
nesses. Another local business association (Choose Austin First) emerged, 
and one newspaper report characterized it as more conservative than 
AIBA. Since that time, AIBA has not taken stands on politically sensitive 
issues, and the two associations have reached out to each other. More 
generally, as Melissa Miller, executive director of AIBA noted, the point 
is that some local businesses “do not want to be affi liated with an orga-
nization that endorses politically sensitive campaigns that have nothing 
to do with creating opportunities for small businesses.”10

Social and environmental responsibility issues have also been contro-
versial in some of the BALLE affi liates. In Local Exchange (once the 
BALLE affi liate in San Francisco), differences in perspectives emerged 
between members who emphasized a local orientation and those who 
emphasized an environmental orientation. As Don Shaffer (at the time 
of my interview the executive director of BALLE and the head of Local 
Exchange) noted, the retail stores tended to emphasize the “buy local” 
goal, whereas businesses in other industries, including restaurants and 
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hotels, were more interested in greening their business practices. Eventu-
ally the new BALLE affi liate for San Francisco, the San Francisco Locally 
Owned Merchants Alliance, coalesced around the themes “local” and 
“independent.” In contrast, one of the model affi liate BALLE organiza-
tions—Sustainable Connections of Bellingham, Washington—has 
managed to keep the politics of sustainability connected with the “buy 
local” theme and, in the process, build a large and successful 501(c)(3) 
organization. The identity issue of the local networks has to be solved 
locally, and it depends greatly on the composition and values of the 
founding members.11

A somewhat different controversy occurred in the Sustainable Business 
Network of Greater Philadelphia, the founding BALLE affi liate. One 
group sought the endorsement of the organization for the repeal of a 
business tax that was harmful to small businesses, but another group 
asked for an endorsement of the same tax on the ground that the pro-
posed repeal would have a negative effect on city services. Caught 
between two understandings of justice (one oriented toward the develop-
ment of locally owned small businesses, the other oriented toward ser-
vices that were particularly benefi cial to low-income residents), the 
Sustainable Business Network faced a diffi cult decision. The leaders 
studied the issue and ultimately decided not to take a position on it, but 
in the process they began to develop a mechanism for evaluating public 
policy issues in light of the organization’s goals and vision. “Instead of 
just taking a position,” said Leanne Krueger-Braneky, the network’s 
director, “we will evaluate an issue in light of our mission and our vision. 
We may take positions on some issues if they are in line with our mission 
and vision, but the decision is not to take a public position unless there 
is a really clear match.”12

In view of the diversity of political viewpoints that will be found in any 
association of locally owned independent businesses, it would be a recipe 
for deep organizational confl ict if an organization’s leadership were to 
take political stands on issues that do not directly represent the general 
interests of the members as local owners of independent businesses. 
Clearly, endorsements of proposals for neighborhood independent-
business districts, local government procurement policies, and zoning 
regulations that favor small-business development would likely be prime 
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candidates for widespread support among members. In contrast, opposi-
tion to a new manufacturing facility or big-box store would likely be more 
controversial, unless the facility promised few general economic benefi ts 
and raised a widespread perception of a threat to destroy neighborhoods 
and generate substantial pollution. Support of small-business develop-
ment in low-income neighborhoods is, in my experience, much less con-
troversial, although it remains to be seen how central this issue will be as 
the movement of local independent businesses develops. In 2008 BALLE 
announced an “economic justice initiative,” which promised to make the 
issue more prominent among its networks.

I suspect that as independent business organizations proliferate and 
become more involved in local politics, they will tend to select local issues 
of environmental and justice policy only if a good case can be made for 
their positive or negative effect on a wide range of local businesses. As 
the Austin case indicated, where the organization is focused on the theme 
of independent businesses, some local businesses are likely to worry 
about being associated with an organization that takes environmental or 
other political stands that could alienate customers. In contrast, to the 
extent that the defi nition of the association tilts toward an environmental 
or economic development message over a local business message, the 
organization would be more able to defi ne political positions on those 
issues that have widespread consensus. In either case, there is ongoing 
potential for tension between the independent ownership side of the local 
business movement and the social and environmental responsibility side. 
The possibilities for tension are evident at various scales: within local 
businesses as they undergo internal discussions about their goals, within 
local business associations as they establish missions and programs, and 
between the two umbrella organizations (AMIBA and BALLE). In this 
sense, the case studies are consistent with the variation and divergences 
found in the analysis of mission statements, but they provide a perspec-
tive on how the issues can appear in everyday processes of organizational 
decision making.

Reuse Centers

Although some of the BALLE affi liates indicated concern with social 
justice issues, it can coexist uneasily with the sovereignty goal of sup-
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porting local businesses and certainly with the environmental mission of 
some of the associations. The tradeoffs among laudable organizational 
goals are real and should not be ignored, but one should also not give 
up once the potential for confl ict or tension is recognized. If one accepts 
that such tradeoffs are part of the diffi cult politics of building an alterna-
tive economy, one might then look for sites where the goals can coexist 
with considerably less tension. My strategy has been to focus limited 
research resources on understanding where those opportunities already 
exist. The agrifood scholar Julie Guthman and colleagues suggest that in 
the case of local agricultural networks, there are some mechanisms for 
mediating the confl ict between farm security and food security, such as 
food stamps at farmers’ markets and low-income scholarships for com-
munity supported agriculture farms. To date, those mechanisms appear 
to be poorly developed and lacking in adequate governmental support, 
but they can be analyzed for their challenges and potential. I would add 
that in the resale industry, and in the reuse segment within that industry, 
there are very favorable opportunities for organizations to explore the 
convergence among the three goals.13

The resale industry includes retail businesses that sell used clothing, 
books, furniture, and other household items; nonprofi t charitable orga-
nizations such as Goodwill and Salvation Army; fl ea markets and 
rummage sales; and yard or garage sales. Because the resale industry 
removes from the waste stream objects that could end up in incinerators 
or landfi lls, and because it provides goods at low prices (generally through 
nonprofi t organizations, independent stores, and the informal economy), 
it is an example of local business ownership for which social and envi-
ronmental goals may be addressed with relative facility. Some smaller 
cities organize town-wide yard sale days, and some cities have business 
districts where antique and “junk” stores can be found, but in general 
the potential of this industry is unrealized. American cities have not yet 
made concerted efforts to bring together used-goods stores into a used-
goods retail district, where shoppers could go to buy clothing, books, 
furniture, appliances, building materials, and a wide range of other goods 
at prices and quality that beat those of the big-box retail outlets.

Our case studies focused on one segment of the resale industry: reuse 
centers—that is, stores that sell used home and building supply materials, 
such as doors, windows, toilets, sinks, cabinets, wood, and appliances. 
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Some reuse centers also have spinoff operations, such as deconstruction 
(the hand-based dismantling of building interiors and even whole build-
ings) and furniture remanufacturing from used wood. Reuse centers can 
be either nonprofi t or for-profi t enterprises, and they may explicitly 
embrace environmental goals, distributive justice goals, or a mixture of 
the two. We completed case studies of some of the best-known reuse 
centers in the country, located in Austin, Baltimore, Berkeley, Burlington 
(Vermont), Oakland, Pittsburgh, and Portland (Oregon).14

Regarding the sustainability side, about one-third of the solid waste 
in the United States is construction debris, and most of that is from reno-
vation and demolition rather than new construction. By developing a 
market for construction debris from renovation and building deconstruc-
tion, reuse centers provide a model of how to reduce the local solid waste 
stream. The larger reuse centers, such as the Rebuilding Center in Port-
land and Urban Ore in Berkeley, were saving 4,000–6,000 tons of mate-
rials from landfi lls per year. Some of the organizations also sponsored 
community recycling events. For example, the Construction Junction in 
Pittsburgh joined with other local environmental groups to host monthly 
collection events for specifi c types of goods, such as appliances, tires, 
and electronics.15

Another environmental benefi t of reuse centers is that they draw atten-
tion to the upstream issue of product design and sustainability. Much of 
present-day sustainable product design is focused on energy effi ciency 
across the product life cycle, and another strand of product design 
focuses on materials substitution to decrease toxicities in the manufactur-
ing, use, and disposal of a product. Reuse centers have the potential to 
draw attention to another aspect of sustainability in product design. For 
example, in my interview with the Habitat for Humanity Re-Store in 
Austin, I learned that their deconstruction operation was fi nding that 
more recent buildings, with their glued and prefabricated components, 
were more diffi cult to dismantle and reuse. To the extent that the growth 
of reuse centers begins to draw attention to the need to develop a new 
building design that facilitates dismantling (a consideration that is left 
out of green building standards such as Leadership in Energy and Envi-
ronmental Design), it could have some effect on concepts of “green 
buildings” that go beyond the current emphasis on energy effi ciency.16
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Reuse organizations offer at least four social benefi ts: affordable home 
supply materials, donations to low-income housing organizations and 
families, worker training and potentially worker ownership, and neigh-
borhood development. On the fi rst issue, reuse centers provide a clear 
case of a signifi cant savings for purchases from local, independent retail 
that challenges the argument of critics that the local green economy is 
more expensive than the nonlocal chains. Often prices in reuse centers 
are 70 percent below new retail prices for similar household objects and 
materials, sometimes even 90 percent lower. In our visits to a variety of 
the stores across the United States, we saw and met a diverse range of 
buyers, often including students, African-Americans, and Latinos. Even 
when the buyers are professional contractors, there may be benefi ts for 
their renters. For example, one apartment owner at Portland’s Rebuild-
ing Center told me that by using materials from the reuse center he was 
able to make repairs and upgrades at a low cost and pass on his savings 
in lower rental rates. Often reuse centers were located in or near low-
income neighborhoods, and they provided an accessible and affordable 
source of home supplies for those neighborhoods.17

Another major social benefi t of reuse centers is the donation of materi-
als to low-income renters and homeowners. The Habitat for Humanity 
Re-Stores are a primary example. The Austin Re-Store served not only 
as a source of low-price goods for renters and homeowners throughout 
the city but also as a warehouse for materials for use in their home con-
struction projects. Another example is the Loading Dock in Baltimore, 
which has supported more than 2,000 low-income and moderate-income 
families; it also has donated materials to about 8,500 local organizations, 
including soup kitchens, low-income housing groups, senior citizens 
groups, and day-care centers. Another example is The Reuse People, 
which put together a drive to gather materials to help fl ood victims in 
Mexico, and the organization continues to donate building materials to 
a variety of nonprofi t organizations, including some that channel the 
materials to developing countries. It also sells surplus lumber to a 
company that builds affordable housing in Mexico.18

A third social benefi t of reuse centers comes from their hiring and 
training practices. The larger centers have staffs of 30–40 employees, and 
from what I was able to ascertain in interviews they generally provide 
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good benefi ts and job rotation so that employees gain well-rounded job 
training. Reuse centers often hire from the urban neighborhoods in 
which they are located, and several of those that we visited had signifi -
cant percentages of Latino and African-American employees. The non-
profi t organizations sometimes also receive contracts for job training, 
and the deconstruction work in particular helped employees obtain valu-
able construction skills that led to better jobs in the construction and 
contracting industries. For example, during the 1990s ReCycle North in 
Burlington received grants from the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development for job training, and subsequently it received funding 
from the state government for its training programs for the homeless and 
unemployed. ReCycle North and Austin’s Re-Store also provide work 
for people who are completing community service for the criminal justice 
system. Another possible benefi t for employees is ownership. Although 
worker-owned reuse centers are not common, an experiment in worker 
ownership was underway at the ReBuilders Source reuse center in the 
South Bronx.19

A fourth social benefi t of the reuse centers is neighborhood develop-
ment. In Austin, the Re-Store’s Brush with Kindness program refurbished 
existing homes and made neighborhood improvements such as commu-
nity gardens, and the Habitat for Humanity chapter built homes that 
met the city’s rigorous green building standards, which in turn resulted 
in energy savings for occupants. More generally, the reuse centers them-
selves can become sites of activity and revitalization in otherwise desolate 
neighborhoods. For example, Portland’s Rebuilding Center became a 
signifi cant component in the revitalization efforts for the area surround-
ing Mississippi Street in the northeast section of the city, Urban Ore also 
anchored redevelopment in West Berkeley, and the Construction Junc-
tion helped restore the Union Baptist Church as an element in a broader 
neighborhood revitalization effort in Pittsburgh. A crucial part of the 
revitalization efforts is creating opportunities for home ownership, as 
occurs with the Habitat for Humanity reuse centers and as can also occur 
when there is funding available from community development corpora-
tions and other affordable housing organizations.20

We found many instances where the distributive justice goals of reuse 
organizations coexisted well with environmental goals. In some organi-
zations the environmental goals were more prominent; in others the 
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economic development side was more prominent. However, all the 
owners and managers whom we interviewed saw their organizations as 
having both environmental and social dividends even when such goals 
were not an explicit part of the organizational mission. There were a few 
instances when environmental and equity goals may have come into 
confl ict. One problem was accepting items that might be of benefi t to 
low-income customers but posed environmental problems, such as old 
appliances. Should a reuse organization opt for a strong supply of cheap, 
used appliances, or should it discard some of the most energy-ineffi cient 
items? Although many organizations carried used appliances, some 
refused to accept the more environmentally ineffi cient ones. For example, 
ReCycle North dismantled and recycled old energy-ineffi cient refrigera-
tors, and the Loading Dock of Baltimore did not accept appliances that 
were more than 5 years old. The Loading Dock generally accepted only 
multiple-pane windows; it accepted single-pane windows only if they had 
historic value. Also problematic are older toilets, which have large tanks 
and use large quantities of water. One reuse center came up with an 
ingenious low-tech solution: add a brick to the water tank.21

More generally, reuse centers also urge us to think about the utilization 
of waste as a form of import substitution that can be an element of a 
localist economic development strategy. Increasingly, private waste con-
tractors charge homes and businesses to have their garbage hauled to 
landfi lls, which have become more and more distant as a result of the 
closure of local landfi lls. Likewise, most recycling programs end up 
selling waste to distant remanufacturing companies, some of them 
abroad. Unlike landfi lling and remanufacturing in distant locations, 
reuse centers generate jobs locally. Of course, they do not solve the 
overall problem of solid waste, because reuse centers are capable of 
converting only a portion of the waste stream into consumer products. 
However, like the broader resale industry, reuse centers draw attention 
to a way of confi guring local retail that reduces overall consumption and 
waste, saves consumers money, and retains profi ts in the community.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have used three different approaches to the problem of 
assessing the justice and sustainability dimensions of local businesses in 
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the retail industry: reading the mission statements of independent busi-
ness associations, interviewing local business association leaders about 
how such issues and confl icts emerged in their organizations, and analyz-
ing the issues in reuse centers based on our case studies. The method is 
consistent with my overall thesis regarding localism: that an analysis of 
its potential, shortcomings, and challenges must take variation into 
account. The views of critics who wish to describe localism as uncon-
cerned with environmental and justice issues are not confi rmed by this 
method. However, the critics do point to issues that are far from resolved. 
My analysis does not present an entirely rosy picture in which environ-
mental benefi ts, support for the small-business community, and social 
justice converge without confl ict. Instead, it suggests that convergence 
tends to occur in a segment of BALLE organizations (the “comprehen-
sive” affi liates), but not necessarily in all local affi liates of that national 
organization and (at least from the perspective of mission statements) 
not at all in AMIBA chapters. The convergence can also be found in 
reuse centers, and perhaps more generally throughout the resale industry, 
although we did not generate any new research on the broader industry. 
Even where there is evidence of convergence, there can be tensions or 
simply divergences within an organization. For example, some reuse 
centers emphasize the environmental side of the organization, whereas 
others emphasize the anti-poverty side.

A central challenge for owners of locally owned independent busi-
nesses is to bring the together the goals of environmental sustainability, 
local ownership, and distributive justice into a coherent whole. The chal-
lenge should be justifi ed not only on moral or political grounds but also 
in terms of organizational strategy. Local retail already suffers from a 
perceived tradeoff between supporting locally owned independent busi-
nesses and benefi ting from the advantages of shopping at big-box stores. 
To some degree the idea that prices are higher in small retail stores is 
mistaken, but independent business associations will have to use aggres-
sive marketing to overcome the perception in the minds of consumers. 
Furthermore, many small businesses are not open evenings or weekends, 
and shopping locally may involve multiple trips unless local businesses 
are located in clusters such as those now being organized in Austin. 
Although Internet-based purchasing from locally owned independent 
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stores will be able to mitigate inconvenience and the perception of higher 
prices to some degree, independent business associations will have to fi nd 
some other way of distinguishing themselves from corporate retail. 
Merely selling green products is not likely to work. As corporate retail 
“goes green,” it creates consumer tradeoffs between the green and the 
local, and ultimately both corporate retail and local retail will shift 
toward greener products. The distinguishing feature of local retail could 
be its mix of local ownership and greener products in addition to a 
concern with the social justice of a regional economy, as occurs to some 
degree in the reuse centers that we studied. Equality goals can take many 
forms, among them better benefi ts and living wages for employees, tran-
sition plans that convert small businesses to employee-owned enterprises, 
and hybrid for-profi t and nonprofi t organizations that have community 
development and job training goals. Those are the elements of a form of 
retail localism that could probably distinguish it in the long term from 
its corporate competitors, which in their ongoing race for higher and 
higher profi ts will tend to squeeze workers’ wages and benefi ts, avoid 
investment in low-income neighborhoods, and dedicate only minuscule 
portions of their profi ts to low-income development programs.
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The Challenges of Urban Agriculture

Although food and agriculture account for only a small percentage of 
the total gross domestic product of the United States, it is often in regard 
to food that people understand localism. We ingest food into our bodies, 
and it is closely linked to how we feel in the short term and how healthy 
we are in the long term. Local produce often tastes better because it is 
fresher than nonlocal produce found in supermarkets, and knowing 
where one’s food comes from can be reassuring in an era of heightened 
concern with food safety. Furthermore, by supporting regional farms or 
by growing food in a community garden, people can directly contribute 
to building green spaces, local social networks, and the region’s overall 
quality of life.

For those reasons, food and agriculture have been one of the primary 
sites of localist thinking and action. There is a growing popular literature 
on people who have tried to “eat local,” some of whom even eat only 
foods grown and raised within a 100-mile radius of their homes. For 
people who live in a cold climate, the challenge of eating locally is feasi-
ble only during the warm months, although for the purists it is possible 
to eat mostly locally even in the winter by relying on canned goods and 
food that can be stored for long periods of time. As with the “buy local” 
campaigns of retailers, the point of the “100-mile challenge” is not to 
shift all purchases to food grown within 100 miles, but to explore what 
the implications are for the local economy and for one’s lifestyle if some 
consumption is diverted to locally grown products.1

Localism in the food industry has considerable internal variation and 
diversity, including class divisions. The linkages between local farms and 
consumers via farmers’ markets, retail food cooperatives, community-
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supported agriculture, and locally oriented restaurants are based on 
middle-class consumers and small farmers, whereas community garden-
ing, urban nonprofi t farming, and food security work focus on the needs 
of urban working-class and poor people. Those differences suggest the 
need for methodological caution in making generalizations from one part 
of the local food industry to the industry as a whole. Furthermore, 
because of the importance of food for localism in general, it is possible 
to mistake patterns observed in the food industry for localism as a whole. 
Although food is undoubtedly important to localism, such “agricen-
trism” should be taken with a grain of salt, and again a methodology 
that attends to the diversity of localism both within the food industry 
and outside it can help avoid the tendency to overgeneralize that is 
sometimes found in the scholarly literature.

Localism Studies and the Food Industry

Owing to the signifi cant presence of rural sociologists, geographers, and 
interdisciplinary food studies scholars, the literature on food, agriculture, 
and localism is relatively well developed. One topic of research that may 
have general implications for the study of localism is work that docu-
ments tradeoffs between localism and sustainability. For example, agri-
food researchers Brandon Born and Mark Purcell warn of a “local trap,” 
or the assumption that local food production is automatically more sus-
tainable. Likewise, other scholars have argued that agricultural localism 
can adopt a “defensive” or “parochial” posture that emphasizes sup-
porting local farms and maintaining cultural boundaries between a place-
based community and its outside. The defense of local farms and pride 
in local food and recipes is not automatically linked to concerns with 
food quality and environmental sustainability. This issue appears to be 
parallel with the differences discussed in the previous chapter regarding 
the mission statements of independent business associations; in other 
words, the literature here suggests that there are varying degrees of con-
vergence and divergence between sustainable food and local food.2

From a historical perspective, localism and organic food production 
were more closely linked during the 1970s, and they became increasingly 
disconnected in subsequent decades. The history of Cascadian Farms, 
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which the journalist Michael Pollan has described as a transition of the 
small hippie farm to a subsidiary of General Mills, is an exemplar of the 
integration of organic food production into the mainstream food indus-
try. Although there are other examples of small family farms—even some 
with “back to the land” and countercultural values—that became part 
of the large-scale, corporate, organic industry, agrifood researcher Julie 
Guthman’s detailed work on the history of organic agriculture in Cali-
fornia suggests that other historical trajectories were also important. The 
rapid development of industrial organic agriculture in that important 
agricultural state occurred when conventional farmers converted land to 
organic production in recognition of new market opportunities. Her 
history may not generalize to other parts of the country, but it does 
caution us against assuming that present-day organic agriculture emerged 
from a differentiation of large-scale, industrial organic farms from small-
scale family farms with countercultural values. Nevertheless, the bifurca-
tion thesis is of general interest in the study of localism because it reminds 
us not only that the localism-sustainability connection can be tenuous 
but also that it can change. Furthermore, it reminds us that global cor-
porations can easily disaggregate a complex of values that link localism 
and sustainability by selecting in favor of green production while leaving 
behind the politics of local control, just as they have done by selecting 
green production and leaving behind fair labor practices.3

Another important cluster of studies by agrifood researchers that has 
general implications for the study of localism is the critical analysis of 
the link between agricultural localism and distributive justice. Most of 
the discussions have focused on the problems that emerge when the 
concept of justice in the agrifood fi eld is limited by a focus on the prob-
lems of the family farmer. In a comparative study of “buy local food” 
campaigns with “buy union,” “buy black,” and “buy American” con-
sumer campaigns of the past, Patricia Allen and E. Clare Hinrichs suggest 
that the emphasis on local provenance in “buy local food” campaigns 
defl ects the attention of consumers away from distributive justice con-
cerns. David Goodman and Michael Goodman view the development of 
local labeling and attention to local provenance as new forms of intel-
lectual property or brand identity that allow local farmers to extract 
higher rents. More generally, E. Melanie DuPuis and David Goodman 
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suggest that localism should be redefi ned based on a concern with both 
local and global inequalities. They and other agrifood scholars have 
identifi ed other categories of distributive justice that tend to become 
marginalized when the focus is on justice for family farms. For example, 
there appears to be little concern in middle-class agrifood networks with 
the problems of farmworkers and non-farming neighborhoods affected 
by factory farms, pesticide drift, and agricultural waste products. Another 
justice consideration, generally not discussed in the agrifood literature, 
is the threat that the growth of direct sales via farmers’ markets and farm 
stands can pose for locally owned retail stores, so we could add the 
economic effects on locally owned independent retailers as well. There 
is also the concern with how the suburban-to-rural confi gurations of 
localism may defl ect attention from the food security issues in the low-
income, urban neighborhoods. In short, just as agrifood researchers have 
clarifi ed some of the tensions that have emerged between local and sus-
tainable food production, so they have noted similar tensions between 
local agricultural networks and economic justice considerations.4

In this chapter I will adopt a strategy similar to that of the previous 
chapter for the study of reuse centers. The conclusion that there are sig-
nifi cant disjunctures and tensions, along with some convergences, among 
local ownership, environmental, and social justice goals in local agricul-
tural networks appears to be empirically accurate for the range of institu-
tions studied in the agrifood literature, namely small farms, farmers’ 
markets, community-supported agriculture, and locally oriented food 
retail, mostly in the North America and Europe. However, a more com-
plete understanding of the relations among localism, the environment, 
and social justice in the context of local food requires an analysis that 
steps out of the confi nes of a rural framework so that urban agriculture 
(or, more accurately, horticulture) is considered as a more central part 
of the discussion. For that reason I have chosen to focus on community 
gardening as another aspect of localism, food, and agriculture, because 
there is greater synergy among the three types of organizational goals. 
Like reuse centers, community gardens are sites where the potential posi-
tive connections, in addition to their challenges and limitations, can be 
explored. Furthermore, because community gardens exist as a network 
of informal voluntary organizations, formal nonprofi t organizations, and 
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local government agencies, the study of community gardening provides 
an opportunity to understand better how localism functions in a civil-
society context and how confl icts and partnerships between civil society 
and the local state operate. By exploring such organizational and politi-
cal issues, it is possible to examine how the politics of neoliberalism 
affect and are affected by this aspect of the local food industry.

There is a small scholarly literature on community gardening in the 
United States that includes some excellent historical overviews and good 
case studies. For example, the historical work of Malve Von Hassell and 
Laura Lawson is consistent with the general argument that the study of 
localism should attend carefully to its high degree of variability. They 
have shown that the motivations behind the ebb and fl ow of support for 
community gardens from local and national elites varied signifi cantly, 
from concerns with food provisioning for the poor in the early twentieth 
century to general food provisioning in the form of Victory Gardens 
during World War II. Their research dates the present era of community 
gardening to the urban activism of the 1960s, when a mixture of civil 
rights, grassroots community development, and environmental concerns 
led to a new wave of gardening.5

An important fi nding in the literature on community gardens that is 
consistent with the historical studies and relevant to the broader discus-
sion of justice, sustainability, and localism is that the motivations for 
joining community gardens are not always centered on food production. 
In a study of community gardens in San Francisco, the geographer John 
Ferris and his colleagues delineated gardens based on leisure, education, 
food production for sale, crime diversion and work training, healing and 
therapy, ecological restoration, and other goals. In some cases, commu-
nity gardening is linked to nutrition education and promoted by the 
Women, Infants, and Children Program of the American federal govern-
ment in a manner reminiscent of government promotion of community 
gardening in the early twentieth century. A survey of the reasons for 
starting community gardens in the United Kingdom also indicated that 
food provisioning was only one motivation among many. Education, 
community development, leisure, skills and training, health issues, and 
protection of an area all ranked higher. The researchers also found that 
the motivations changed over the history of a garden. A similar study in 
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upstate New York found that health benefi ts, the taste of fresh food, and 
the enjoyment of the open space were more important considerations 
than providing a source of food, but food provisioning was a positive 
motivation for 55 percent of the respondents.6

One might conclude from the surveys that community gardeners are 
not primarily concerned with food provisioning, and therefore that 
community gardens should not be considered when examining the rela-
tionship between food and justice in the distributive sense of gaining 
more food for the poor. However, justice for poor and working-class 
people includes many issues other than food security. For example, 
the upstate New York study reported that the development of a com-
munity garden led to a more cohesive neighborhood that developed a 
neighborhood association and a “neighborhood watch” program for 
crime prevention. The neighborhood also organized to keep a large 
supermarket from leaving, and it developed a park with a playground. 
Likewise, a study of low-income community gardens in Philadelphia 
concluded that the gardens led to stronger neighborhood ties that in 
turn led to a better ability to address urban problems. In low-income 
neighborhoods in New York City, gardens became centers of neighbor-
hood activity, including community gatherings, children’s activities, 
health fairs, voter registration drives, and community activism. Of course, 
the record is mixed; owing to the high crime and theft of food in some 
neighborhoods, some gardens have restricted access, and in some cases 
a few individuals have taken control of the supposedly shared, quasi-
public space.7

The research presented here builds on the existing literature by focus-
ing on environmental and justice goals in urban community gardens and 
urban nonprofi t farms. I did not have the resources to study all major 
community gardening programs in the United States, so I and the gradu-
ate student researchers focused on the gardens in the Northeast, Midwest, 
and West. We examined a range of cities with different climates, land 
values, and rates of poverty. We conducted interviews of representatives 
of community gardens in Boston, Cleveland, Denver, Detroit, Philadel-
phia, Portland, Sacramento, San Francisco, and Seattle. We also com-
piled a case study on the city of New York based on existing research 
and documents, which were extensive, and we identifi ed urban farms 
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that were the basis of additional inquiry into the relationship between 
localism and social justice.8

Sustainability, Justice, and Community Gardening

In general, community gardens are examples of sustainable horticulture, 
and city governments increasingly recognize their value as part of an 
overall strategy of improving both neighborhoods and urban green 
spaces. Many community gardeners utilize composting and refrain from 
using synthetic pesticides and fertilizers, and consequently there is gener-
ally a fairly close connection here between local control of food produc-
tion and sustainable horticultural methods of production. Where the 
gardens occupy old brownfi elds (such as abandoned building lots), city 
governments or university extension services sometimes provide the 
resources to test the soil and to remediate it where it has proven toxic. 
However, in unoffi cial “guerilla” gardens such assistance is not always 
available, and there is a risk of importing soil-born toxins into the food 
if the people do not use raised beds with new soil. In Denver, Portland, 
Sacramento, and Seattle, we learned that the large immigrant popula-
tions sometimes used conventional fertilizers, and community gardening 
programs attempted to educate them in more sustainable practices. 
However, those cases appeared to be exceptional, and in general com-
munity gardening coincided with relatively sustainable methods of 
horticulture. Although usually not certifi ed as organic (the certifi cation 
process would generate an unnecessary expense for food that is produced 
mostly for consumption by the gardeners), the gardens were using tech-
niques that were considerably less toxic than conventional agriculture 
and often less toxic than organic standards allow. The very visible 
tension of the “local trap”—that is, the tradeoff between purchasing 
produce from locally owned farms and purchasing produce grown with 
sustainable or organic techniques—is much less prominent in community 
gardening than in small farms that sell to local markets. Already, then, 
there is reason for caution in interpreting one side of local agricultural 
networks as an exemplar of food localism as a whole.

With regard to the issue of justice, one of the primary problems facing 
community gardens is land tenure. In the de-industrialized cities of the 
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Northeast and the Midwest, many community gardens began as informal 
occupations of vacant lots. Often the city owned the property as a result 
of a foreclosure for nonpayment of taxes, and city government programs 
eventually legalized some occupations by providing leases for the gardens. 
In Cleveland the city formalized the relationship through its land bank 
program, which leased empty lots to gardeners. However, even where 
city governments offi cially recognized the informal occupations or oth-
erwise leased land to gardeners, they retained the right to revoke the 
leases when land values rose. In cities where land values were very high, 
most of the community gardens were located on public lands or on lots 
held by land trusts and nonprofi t organizations. As I will discuss in the 
next section, many present-day arrangements are the results of intense 
political struggles over a city government’s right to sell its land and the 
citizens’ right to use city-owned land. The confl ict is important because 
it draws attention to the general localist concern with sovereignty in the 
sense of local ownership. In this case the “local” of local ownership is 
defi ned as a neighborhood’s access right to a green space as well as its 
right to demand that public lands not be privatized.9

Although the sovereignty issue is central, community gardening is also 
directly concerned with distributive justice. Information about the class 
and ethnic composition of community gardens was not easy to obtain, 
but in the cities that we studied the urban middle class was not the 
primary benefi ciary. For example, in Cleveland and Denver about 80 
percent of the community gardens were in low-income neighborhoods, 
and in Cleveland about two-thirds of the gardeners were Latino or 
African-American. Even in relatively affl uent Seattle, 37 of the city’s 70 
community gardens were in low-income neighborhoods, and 16 were 
located on public housing land. In most of the other cities community 
gardens also could be found on public housing land. In addition to the 
food provisioning benefi ts of community gardening, our research sup-
ported earlier studies’ suggestions that community gardens developed 
neighborhood networks, reduced crime rates, promoted public health, 
provided a setting for food education, and otherwise enhanced the civic 
culture of a neighborhood.10

In addition to serving low-income neighborhoods directly, community 
gardens often contributed to broader urban food security networks. In 
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Seattle some of the gardens had plots specifi cally dedicated for food 
banks, and community gardens as a whole donated about 7–10 tons of 
food per year to food banks. In Cleveland gardeners had an “adopt a 
family” program, and in Philadelphia the food security organization 
Philabundance helped run a community garden that provided food to 
the hungry. Programs with creative names—Lettuce Link, Share the 
Harvest, Produce for People, and so on—connected the harvest of com-
munity gardens to homeless shelters and food banks. Portland had a 
Food Policy Council, an advisory group for the city government that 
drew together a wide range of stakeholder groups. Sacramento had a 
food charter, which affi rmed the right of all citizens to be free from 
hunger and included community gardens as an integral part of the overall 
strategy for food security.11

Although community gardens combined local sovereignty in the sense 
of land tenure rights with distributive justice in the form of food security 
and neighborhood empowerment, they did not always do so equally. In 
some cases there were confl icts between longstanding members of 
community gardens and new members, and we occasionally heard com-
plaints that longstanding members took up more than their fair share of 
plots. In some cities there were waiting lists for people who wanted to 
garden but could not obtain a plot, and San Francisco had developed a 
policy to ensure fair treatment of those on waiting lists. However, by far 
the greater social justice problem confronting community gardens was 
attempting to preserve them when confronted with renewed interest in 
the land from developers. The smaller squatter gardens, which appear 
to be disproportionately held by the poorest citizens, were the most vul-
nerable. Larger, more established, and “better-connected” gardens were 
better able to mobilize resources to ensure their longevity and protection. 
Nonprofi t organizations that faced diffi cult decisions as to where to 
invest limited resources tended to select the larger gardens fi rst.12

Leaders of community gardening initiatives were often frustrated by 
the lack of resources available to them from city governments, and some 
of them bemoaned the failure to utilize community gardening more 
thoroughly as a mechanism for achieving goals of both enhanced sustain-
ability and justice. However, the shortcomings are not a good reason to 
ignore the potential of community gardening as a localist institution in 
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which various practices oriented toward building a more sustainable and 
equitable society can converge. Certainly, the convergence occurs with 
much less tension in community gardens than in the networks of subur-
ban consumers and small farmers that have occupied most of the atten-
tion in the agrifood literature on localism.

Neoliberalism, Gardeners, and Governments

In addition to drawing out tensions among local ownership, environ-
mental, and social justice goals, the agrifood literature has developed a 
broader critique of the politics of localism. The agrifood scholar E. 
Melanie DuPuis and her colleagues argue that “relocalization appears to 
be not in resistance to neoliberal globalization but an intrinsic part of 
it,” and consequently “localism is not an ‘innocent’ term” (2006: 256–
257). Because neoliberal policies have led to “upscaling of power 
and  .  .  .  downscaling of responsibility,” localism represents a “dangerous 
political bargain [that] can lead to the dismantling of hard-fought rights 
for state protection” (ibid.: 256–257). DuPuis and colleagues suggest 
that the focus of localism on developing local markets plays into two 
neoliberal tenets : deregulation and reliance on market.13

The critique of DuPuis and colleagues brings out two related issues 
regarding localism and neoliberalism. First, to the extent that localist 
politics do not involve political mobilization directed at the federal gov-
ernment level, localism may fall prey to the devolutionary politics of 
neoliberalism, which shifts responsibility for social welfare and environ-
mental protection to state and local governments and often does so 
without providing adequate funding and authority. Second, to the extent 
that localism involves shifting political action from government to the 
private sector via the politics of consumption, localism can fall prey to 
the privatization politics of neoliberalism. For example, middle-class 
consumers may think that they are doing something politically valuable 
when they board their hybrid vehicles and head to the farmers’ market 
to buy food from a local organic farmer, or when they stop at the food 
coop to buy fair-trade products from a cooperative in Latin America, 
but are they fooling themselves? In other words, to the extent that 
socially responsible consumption comes to displace political action from 
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a government orientation toward a marketplace orientation, the politics 
of localism involves a reproduction of two main tenets of neoliberalism: 
devolution and privatization.

An analysis that links neoliberalism and localism can be taken only so 
far before it runs into other political strands within the localist move-
ment, such as liberalism and even radical political thought. As I argued 
in chapter 1, complex political phenomena such as “buy local” cam-
paigns cannot be reduced easily to expressions of existing political ide-
ologies. On the one hand, there is a way in which the tag of neoliberalism 
can be affi xed to the campaigns, because they shift political attention 
from states to markets. However, as I noted in the previous chapter, 
“buy local” campaigns are often connected to other kinds of political 
activity. One could interpret the campaigns as market-based jiu-jitsu 
within a neoliberal order that is part of a broader strategy that also 
includes government-oriented reforms at various geographical scales. In 
other words, one could argue that the consumer subsumes the citizen, 
and therefore displaces political action, but from another perspective one 
could argue that the citizen subsumes the consumer, and therefore treats 
consumption as one more avenue for political action. One should exer-
cise caution in making blanket statements about the politics of localism, 
especially regarding its relationship with neoliberalism. Although the 
analysis of DuPuis and colleagues might be applied to the middle-class 
green consumers who populate farmers’ markets, can their analysis be 
extended to community gardens? Are community gardeners also cap-
tured by the logic of neoliberalism, or is something else going on?

Certainly, the politics of food security within the United States have 
undergone a localization process (again, as I suggested at the outset, a 
historical change that should be distinguished from localism as a move-
ment), and the localization of food security was at least partly caused by 
the devolution of welfare-state responsibilities from the federal level to 
the state and local levels. Indeed, we found that some cities used federal 
Community Development Block Grant programs to support community 
gardening efforts, and in this sense community gardening has benefi ted 
from the devolutionary politics of neoliberalism. Furthermore, the devo-
lution of welfare-state responsibilities has been accompanied by their 
privatization, in this case the shift of food security responsibilities from 
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government at any level to networks of government agencies, individual 
donors, corporate benefactors, and nonprofi t food banks. One might 
conclude that community gardening is a neoliberal’s dream response to 
the problem of hunger and welfare: if you cannot get it from a food 
bank, then grow your own food, but do not come crying to the federal 
government, because hunger is no longer our responsibility.14

However, the analysis of the relationship between neoliberalism and 
community gardening would be seriously fl awed if it were to stop at the 
recognition of the links among urban agriculture, food insecurity, and 
the devolution and privatization of the welfare state. Instead, it is neces-
sary to delve into the complex relationships of confl ict and cooperation 
that can occur between governments and community gardeners in the 
context of general trends in which neoliberalism has become an infl uen-
tial political ideology. This perspective makes it possible to fi nd ways in 
which localism can also be a target of neoliberal policies and confi gured 
as an anti-neoliberal political movement. Perhaps the best example is the 
case of community gardening in New York City under Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani.

During the 1970s, in what the geographer David Harvey describes as 
one of the fi rst experiments in neoliberalism, New York City went bank-
rupt, was refused assistance from the federal government, and was forced 
into accepting budget cuts that broke unions and cut social services. In 
retrospect, Harvey suggests, those events might be compared with the 
structural adjustment programs that were later forced on developing 
countries that defaulted on their debts. The resulting decline in land 
values literally created the space for community gardens to grow, often 
in the gaps between buildings on vacant land or on lots destroyed by 
arson. Many community gardens that emerged during this period in New 
York and in other de-industrializing cities were unoffi cial “guerilla” or 
squatter gardens. The gardeners then lobbied the city for formal recogni-
tion, and in 1978 the city created Operation Green Thumb, which 
offered leases for gardens. However, the leases were revocable, and the 
stage was set for a struggle over land rights. Although the city claimed 
legal sovereignty over the land in the sense of a right to sell it, the people 
who had occupied the land came to see themselves as having another 
type of sovereignty over the same land: the right to ongoing use.15
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Giuliani, who became mayor in 1994, included privatization as one 
of his goals, and in 1999 he put 114 community gardens up for public 
auction for sale to real estate developers. The community gardeners 
mobilized various forms of resistance, and, as the geographers Christo-
pher Smith and Hilda Kurtz argue, they also mobilized at broader levels 
of geographical scale than their local neighborhood networks. For 
example, they formed citywide coalitions, used the Internet to bring in 
sources of support from the outside, and prevailed upon New York 
State’s Attorney General, Eliot Spitzer, to fi le a lawsuit against the city. 
In response to the growing opposition movement and with the intent to 
split it, the Giuliani administration reframed the issue from the neoliberal 
politics of privatization and real estate development to the liberal politics 
of affordable housing for the poor: the community garden lands would 
now have a new use. At the last minute two land-trust organizations 
purchased the gardens, and another round of the many battles that 
would occur in many cities between development interests and public-use 
interests for the space of community gardens drew to a close.16

In this case, community gardeners mobilized to oppose a neoliberal 
political program, and, as Smith and Kurtz argue, their mobilization 
strategically employed various levels of geographical scale, from the 
neighborhood to citywide coalition politics to the state government and 
even out-of-state supporters. Although one might argue that the result 
(ownership of the gardens by nonprofi t organizations) still represented 
a type of privatization, the outcome was quite distant from the original 
prospect of private ownership by real estate developers, which would 
have entailed destruction of the gardens. The outcome preserved the civic 
function of community gardens as green spaces that grow relationships, 
food, and, occasionally, grassroots politics. The actions of the commu-
nity gardeners can hardly be described as reproducing neoliberal politics. 
Rather, in this case community gardeners were clearly opposed to the 
neoliberal policies of their mayor. In other words, this case may be 
another example of the politics of “refl exive localism” that DuPuis and 
colleagues have sought to articulate for localism.17

How widespread is such an oppositional relationship between com-
munity gardeners and urban governments? Our research can only begin 
to answer the question, but we uncovered several similar confl icts between 
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gardeners and city governments’ plans to privatize the land for develop-
ment. For example, during the 1970s and the 1980s, federal Community 
Development Block Grants allowed the city of Boston to fund the Revival 
Program, which paid for the costs of starting community gardens. 
However, by the 1980s the city faced fi nancial defi cits, and the Boston 
Natural Areas Fund purchased many of the Revival gardens. In 1986 a 
community garden in Chinatown was bulldozed for low-income housing, 
and in other parts of Boston developers were converting single-family 
homes into condominiums and driving up land values. Although no 
intense public confl ict comparable to the one in New York occurred in 
Boston, a grassroots housing and gardening coalition emerged in recogni-
tion of the growing threat that development posed to community gardens. 
The coalition developed a consensus for preserving gardening and build-
ing low-income housing in the South End neighborhood. With support 
from the city and assistance from the Trust for Public Lands, the South 
End/Lower Roxbury Open Space Land Trust was formed. The solution 
of nonprofi t ownership via land trusts became a model for other cities, 
including New York.18

Different types of confl icts and solutions emerged in other cities. In 
Sacramento the state government decided not to renew the lease on the 
30-year-old Ron Mandela Community Garden. The gardeners protested 
the decision to no avail, and in 2003 the police arrested gardeners who 
had chained themselves together under an apricot tree in the garden. 
Ignoring the negative publicity that came from repression of the civil 
disobedience, the state government went ahead and constructed a 
building on the site, but it left a small portion of the land for a garden 
or a green space. Two other community gardens in Sacramento were 
also lost to housing developments. Those events spurred action from 
community gardeners, and eventually the Capital Area Development 
Authority donated land to the city for the fi rst community garden on 
city land. A few years later, the city government hired the leader of the 
Sacramento Area Community Gardens Coalition to become its fi rst com-
munity gardens manager. By 2008, Sacramento had fi ve community 
gardens. This case draws attention to a resolution of the confl ict that 
involves moving gardens from one government-owned property to 
another.19
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Even in Seattle, where environmental considerations have a powerful 
presence in urban politics and where the city government dedicates fi ve 
and a half staff positions to community gardens (known locally as P-
Patches), confl icts can emerge. An example is described by Ray Schutte, 
president of the P-Patch Trust:

The city was going to sell Bradner Park to develop it into condominiums. The 
activists said “no” and developed a plan to turn it into Bradner Gardens Park 
with a P-Patch, and the Trust had an involvement with it. People were at Parks 
Commission meetings, lined up out the door to speak, fi lling the hall at city 
council, in the press, and on TV.

Not only did the park remain in city hands; it was renamed Bradner Gardens 
Park. Furthermore, a new city ordinance barred the city from selling park 
land unless it fi rst found another property of equal value in the neighbor-
hood. In another case, the city opted to replace a large community garden 
with a golf course, but it found other land for the garden, and the leader of 
the garden with whom I spoke seemed satisfi ed with the outcome.20

In Portland, Oregon, another city with a strong reputation for concern 
with environmental issues, the city government mandated in 2005 that 
all departments rank their priorities of expenditure as a fi rst step in 
fi nding a solution to a fi scal crisis. When news reached the public that 
the Parks and Recreation Department had ranked community gardening 
as its lowest priority, Friends of Portland Community Gardens mobilized 
substantial opposition to the plan. Although community gardens were 
not threatened directly, as had occurred with Mayor Giuliani’s planned 
auction, Portland’s city council responded to the public outcry by man-
dating that community centers, pools, and community gardens be 
exempted from budget cuts.21

Even in Cleveland, a city that has many abandoned lots, pressures on 
public land from developers has emerged, albeit much later than in 
Boston or New York. In 2006 a community garden on West 117th Street 
was removed in order to build a Target store, and gardening advocates 
noted with some concern that fi ve other gardens had been lost to devel-
opment during the preceding 5 years. In response to the emerging threat, 
gardening advocates mobilized, and the city council passed the country’s 
fi rst ordinance to designate community gardens as a separate zoning 
category that would require a public process for replacing them.22
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In brief, our case studies suggest that, although Mayor Giuliani’s plan 
to auction off more than 100 community gardens was the most dramatic 
and widely publicized example of the attempted sacrifi ce of community 
gardens to development interests, city governments continually weigh the 
relative costs and benefi ts of privatizing publicly held land on which 
community gardens rest. The strength of the mobilization of community 
gardeners in New York and in other cities suggests that a city develop-
ment offi cial may want to think twice before threatening a large and 
established community garden. In cities (e.g., Denver and Seattle) where 
there is a good working relationship between the community gardening 
advocacy organization and the city government, the city generally fi nds 
an alternative site for the gardeners. However, where there is no such 
relationship, or where there is only a weak umbrella organization, gar-
deners may fi nd themselves on the losing end of a development battle. 
For example, a community gardening leader for Detroit told us that if 
there was a confl ict between development and gardening, the city’s plan-
ning department generally opted for development. Likewise, in Los 
Angeles community gardeners lost one of the largest urban “farms” in 
the country; after 3 years of protests, the gardeners were evicted and the 
land was bulldozed.23

Support from City Governments

So far this analysis has brought out the potential confl ict between city 
governments and gardeners over what the geographer Lynn Staeheli and 
her colleagues refer to as different concepts of land rights and what I 
suggest might be viewed as one aspect of the general concern with sov-
ereignty in localist politics. In the examples discussed above, the localist 
concern with sovereignty in the sense of local ownership and control 
coincides fairly closely with the social justice and environmental goals 
of preserving green spaces, growing food in sustainable ways, and 
improvements in low-income neighborhoods. However, our research 
also suggests that the relationships between gardeners and city govern-
ments are quite variable and not always confl ictual. Usually there is at 
least one department within a city government that provides some 
support to community gardening, often in cooperation with a university-
based extension service and in partnership with nonprofi t organizations. 
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Because the city may give with its left hand of neighborhood or parks 
departments and take away with its right hand of economic development 
offi ces, the relationship between community gardening organizations and 
city governments is complex. A few examples provide some sense of the 
variation, the strengths, and the weaknesses of the partnerships that have 
evolved.24

Boston has one of the most developed organizational fi elds for com-
munity gardening. There are several well-established nonprofi t organiza-
tions that support community gardening in the city. In 1997 eleven of 
the organizations came together under the umbrella of Garden Futures 
to ensure baseline support for all gardens regardless of ownership, and 
in 2002 Garden Futures merged with the Boston Natural Areas Network. 
Given the high property values in the city, the Boston organizations have 
helped to secure land tenure through land trust organizations. As in other 
cities with high land values, most of the community gardens are located 
on land controlled by the nonprofi t trusts or on public land, including 
schoolyards, parks, and public housing land. The city government sup-
ports community gardening through its Department of Neighborhood 
Development, which administers Community Development Block Grant 
funds that allow conversion and capital improvements of gardens. The 
Parks Department also partners with the city’s Environment Department 
to administer a small grants program that assists with garden mainte-
nance and to maintain a resource guide. However, Betsy Johnson, both 
a local gardening leader and the former executive director of the Ameri-
can Community Gardening Association, noted:

The Parks Department does not help us, aside from their small grant program 
for community gardens. They’ve given out up to a total of $25,000, I think. Last 
year it was less than $10,000, and this year it must be less than $5000.  .  .  .  The 
South End Land Trust manages as many open space parcels as the Parks Depart-
ment does in the Lower Roxbury and South End neighborhood, and we get no 
tax dollars for operations.

As a result of the limited support from the Parks Department, the gar-
deners have had to rely on support from the nonprofi t sector and their 
own fundraising efforts.25

In Seattle there is much more extensive support from the city govern-
ment—arguably more than in any other American city. In general 
the city government has worked closely with the nonprofi t support 
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organization, the P-Patch Trust, to relocate land that is targeted for 
development. In 2000 the city council increased its support of commu-
nity gardening by adopting the P-Patch Strategic Plan, which includes 
the goal of adding four new gardens per year. Seattle’s community gar-
dening program was originally located in the Health and Human Services 
Department, but it was transferred to the Neighborhoods Department, 
which maintains a staff to assist community gardens. The Parks Depart-
ment had been unfriendly to community gardens, but by 2005 its plans 
for park development included community gardening.26

In Philadelphia there is no department of neighborhoods, but under 
Mayor John Street (mayor from 2000 to 2008) the Neighborhood Trans-
formation Initiative promoted green space improvements, a program that 
was subsequently discontinued. Philadelphia’s strong nonprofi t organiza-
tions, including the Neighborhood Gardens Association/A Philadelphia 
Land Trust, have linked the development of community gardens with 
neighborhood revitalization and urban greening efforts. Since 1974, 
Philadelphia Green, a project of the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, 
has supported the development of community gardens as part of its 
broader mission of urban greening and horticultural development. Phila-
delphia Green also has organized neighborhood associations to work 
with the city’s Recreation Department to help them maintain and improve 
parks; one type of improvement is building gardens on parkland. In 2003 
and 2004 the city contracted with Philadelphia Green to develop pro-
grams to clean up and maintain vacant lots, to develop general greening 
programs in targeted neighborhoods, and to assist in citywide greening 
for streets, parks, new community gardens, and commercial corridors. 
In general, substantial nonprofi t support and partnerships with the city 
have helped make community gardening a vibrant part of the city’s 
improvements of empty lots and existing green spaces.27

Portland’s and San Francisco’s parks departments have played more 
prominent roles in providing support for community gardening than 
their counterparts in Boston, Seattle, and Philadelphia. Most of the com-
munity gardens in Portland are on land controlled by the city’s Parks 
and Recreation Department or on the grounds of public schools. The 
city government also pays for one full-time staff person and has a budget 
of about $200,000 for community gardening. Although the extent of 
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support was higher than in other cities, it was still inadequate to meet 
the long waiting lists of people who wanted to have a community gar-
dening plot, and the gardeners have had to mobilize on occasion to 
maintain political support. Two advocacy organizations have been infl u-
ential. Friends of Portland Community Gardens was founded in 1985 in 
response to threatened budget cuts, and Growing Gardens provided 
educational programs for children and youth, as well as assistance to 
home gardeners and some community gardens.28

In San Francisco, squatter or guerilla gardens are rare (because of the 
high value of the land), and most of the gardens are on land owned by 
the city’s Parks and Recreation Department or other public land. For 
many years the city government contracted with the nonprofi t San Fran-
cisco League of Urban Gardeners to manage community gardens. By the 
early 2000s the city contract of about $1.6 million allowed the organiza-
tion to employ 70 teenagers and 50 part-time and full-time staff in its 
job training programs. In 2004 the city decided not to renew the contract 
for various reasons, including alleged participation of the organization 
in a political campaign and lack of successful job training. The city then 
took the management of the gardens back into its Parks and Recreation 
Department, and a new organization, the San Francisco Garden Resource 
Organization, emerged to advocate for community gardening. The voters 
also approved a ballot proposition that called for the city to set aside 
$150,000 in annual funds for community gardens.29

In summary: City governments’ support for community gardens ranged 
from providing full-time staff and other resources (as in Seattle) to nearly 
token support (as in Detroit). Likewise, support from the nonprofi t 
sector ranged from a variety of well-developed and well-networked orga-
nizations including land trusts (as in New York and Boston) to a small 
association of community gardeners (as in Sacramento). City govern-
ments generally provide some support for community gardens, but the 
amount of fi nancial support and the type of city government department 
that is involved vary widely. (See table 5.1.) In San Francisco and Port-
land, the parks departments have taken on the responsibility of steward-
ship of community gardening, whereas in other cities the responsibility 
has fallen more to neighborhood or community development depart-
ments. Public schools sometimes welcome community gardens onto their 
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land, and other departments also sometimes play a role. For example, in 
Cleveland police offi cers have organized several gardens as part of their 
community watch programs, and Portland has a Food Policy Council in 
the Offi ce of Sustainable Development.30

Parks departments tend to view community gardening with some 
ambivalence. Parks department leaders often worry that adding mainte-
nance of community gardens to their busy schedules can cause a “mission 
drift” away from the main goal of recreation. At fi rst it may be diffi cult 
to build partnerships with parks departments, but it is possible to convert 
opposition or recalcitrance into support, especially if the parks depart-
ment leaders see benefi ts from community gardens in park safety and 
maintenance. Ray Schutte, the president of the P-Patch Trust, com-
mented on how the relationship has changed in Seattle:

Table 5.1
City government departments and community gardens.

Neighborhood department or 
division

Parks and/or recreation 
department

Boston Block grants Small grants program, 
resource guide, gardens in 
some parks

Cleveland Block grants, assistance 
program, land bank program

Denver Grant for seeds and transplants Parks master plan, rental of 
land

Detroit Seedlings assistance

Philadelphia Neighborhood initiative in 
mayor’s offi ce, block grants

Park maintenance 
partnerships, gardens in 
some parks

Portland Dedicated staff, half of 
gardens in parks

Sacramento Dedicated staff, gardens in 
some parks

San Francisco Dedicated staff, gardens in 
>40 parks

Seattle Dedicated staff Gardens in 20 parks
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Up until very recently the Parks and Recreation Department was unfriendly 
toward P-Patch. When building a new park, they never thought of putting in a 
P-Patch, even though it is a multi-use property. Now they often think about using 
a portion of the park as a P-Patch, and they’re even thinking about using a 
portion of the parks’ funds to buy a property and turn it into a P-Patch. In the 
last three or four years this adversarial relationship has really changed. We kept 
a very friendly relationship with them. Several new parks have been developed 
by community groups that include a P-Patch within them, such as the Trolley 
Hill Park. The gardeners share a tool shed with the Parks Department, and they 
help maintain the park. So the symbiotic relationships developed, and they’ve 
come to accept that a P-Patch is an acceptable use.31

The case studies suggest that community gardening leaders do not turn 
their backs on the government and try to seek social change only through 
the market and nonprofi t sector; instead, they continually press city 
governments to enhance services and to include community gardening in 
plans and budgets. The politics of localism in this case appear to be closer 
to liberalism, in the sense of advocacy of government-oriented service 
provisioning, than to neoliberalism. Furthermore, in view of the increas-
ing use of parks, schoolyards, public housing yards, and other public 
lands for community gardens in cities with high land values, one might 
even make the case that community gardening is to some degree an 
example of local socialism. However, public ownership is only one 
avenue for securing land tenure for community gardens; nonprofi t orga-
nizations have stepped in to provide a mixture of both advocacy and (in 
the absence of government service provisioning) some services. The role 
of the nonprofi t sector relative to the government is quite variable.

One might argue that even if community gardening organizations are 
heavily involved in government-oriented politics, they operate only at 
the level of local governments, and consequently on that ground they 
play into the devolutionary politics of neoliberal localization. However, 
the American Community Gardening Association (ACGA) addresses 
policy issues at the federal level. For example, when in 2007 the United 
States Farm Bill (a large piece of legislation that is passed every 5 years 
that allocates money for farmers and agricultural programs) was under-
going reauthorization, the ACGA called for its members to support 
efforts to include community gardening in the Farm Bill. The ACGA 
also worked closely with the Urban Agriculture Committee of the 



156  Chapter 5

Community Food Security Coalition, and it provided general informa-
tion to local community gardening organizations on local policy inter-
ventions, such as how to develop a community gardening ordinance.32

In conclusion: Community gardening in the United States has been 
affected in numerous ways by neoliberal policies. The rise of food inse-
curity, the availability of federal Block Grant programs, the decline of 
employment opportunities, and the degradation of urban neighborhoods 
are all effects of policies that reduced the federal government’s responsi-
bilities for the poor and encouraged the trade liberalization that facili-
tated de-industrialization. Community gardening operates in a neoliberal 
political environment, but it would be a distortion to claim that this type 
of localism is an expression of neoliberalism. Rather, community garden-
ing presents a coherent vision of how to link the goals of local sover-
eignty, sustainability, and distributive justice, and it does so by constantly 
working with (and occasionally against) governments to demand greater 
support, including the use of public lands for gardens.

Urban Farms

Community gardening by no means exhausts the range of urban agricul-
ture in the United States. Backyard private gardens far outnumber public 
community gardens, and developers are beginning to realize that shared 
private gardens, such as rooftop gardens in high-rise condominiums and 
gardens for residents in new housing developments, increase the value 
of the real estate and the speed with which it sells. Another form of urban 
agriculture is the entrepreneurial, for-profi t urban farm, which often 
occupies a highly specialized product niche that may include food 
processing. Yet another form of urban agriculture, and one that often 
addresses issues of food insecurity and community development, is the 
nonprofi t urban farm.33

While doing background research for this chapter, I visited two suc-
cessful urban farms. One was the Zenger Urban Agricultural Park, 
located on 6 acres of city-owned land in the southeastern part of Port-
land, Oregon, where it preserves one of the remaining green spaces in 
the city. A nonprofi t organization manages the former dairy farm and 
supervises multiple uses: part of the land is leased to a local farmer, who 
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adds the produce as part of her community-supported agriculture sub-
scription; a youth program provides educational tours for schoolchil-
dren; and part of the land is used as a community garden for low-income 
immigrants. The organization also provides “scholarship” (pro-bono) 
shares in the farm produce for low-income families. A similar nonprofi t 
farm, the Soil Born Urban Agriculture Project, operates in Sacramento 
on leased land and land owned by the city government. Supported by 
community-supported agriculture (CSA) shares and grants, the farm 
offers educational programs for middle-school and high-school students; 
it also has an apprenticeship program for college students and graduates 
who wish to become farmers. The two founders of the farm also helped 
to develop a farmers’ market in a low-income neighborhood.34

Not all such projects are successful, as my visit to the Alemany Youth 
Farm in San Francisco revealed. Located next to the Alemany Housing 
Project, the 4-acre urban farm served low-income youth from the housing 
project and from other neighborhoods. At its peak in the early 2000s, the 
farm had a budget of about $500,000, employed 30 teenagers at wages 
above the mandated legal minimum, and offered them training in sustain-
able agriculture and access to classes at the City College of San Francisco. 
One measure of success was the fact that many of the teenagers who 
ordinarily would not have gone to college fi nished the program and went 
on to college. At its peak the Youth Farm received national and interna-
tional attention, but it was overgrown with weeds when I visited it. A 
particularly sad sight was the greenhouse, which was emptied of plants 
and showed signs of use for illicit activities. The farm became defunct as 
a result of the restructuring that occurred when the city government 
revoked its contract with the San Francisco Urban League of Gardeners. 
Without the funding for youth jobs, it was impossible to attract low-
income teenagers and to keep the farm running. It was also hard to attract 
middle-class residents who lived up the hill from the site, because they 
were afraid of crime. (The farm was adjacent to the public housing 
project.) However, by 2007 there was an effort by “guerilla gardeners” 
to revitalize the site, and the city’s Recreation and Parks Department was 
discussing a lease agreement with the local residents.35

In other cities that we studied, there were also examples of urban 
farms. In Boston, a shelter for pregnant and homeless women called the 
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ReVision House runs a one-acre organic farm that provides residents 
and members of the CSA with fresh food. The farm has an internship 
program that helps young mothers to develop basic job skills and knowl-
edge of organic farming, and it offers educational programs for local 
youth. Boston’s Food Project provides training for more than 100 youths 
at its lots in the city and at its 31-acre farm in Lincoln. Food is sold 
through membership shares and farmers’ markets, and some is donated 
to local shelters. Another example is the nonprofi t organization Denver 
Urban Gardens, which operates the 130-acre DeLaney Community Farm 
in the city of Aurora. The farm offers CSA shares (including scholarship 
shares) and educational programs. In Detroit, a partnership between the 
Capuchin Soup Kitchen and the Gleaners Community Food Bank 
launched the Earth Works Urban Farm, which offers CSA shares, food 
for the hungry, and educational programs for schoolchildren.36

As a type of local food organization, the nonprofi t urban (and subur-
ban) farm is situated somewhere between the community garden and the 
small, locally oriented, for-profi t rural farm. Like the community garden, 
the nonprofi t farm often mixes missions of community development, 
education, and food provisioning for the food insecure, but like the for-
profi t farm, the nonprofi t farm derives a signifi cant portion of its revenue 
stream from sales. The sales can include CSA membership shares and 
direct sales to nonmembers of fresh food and processed products such 
as jams and cider. But the social enterprise also operates like a traditional 
nonprofi t organization in that it also derives revenue from voluntary 
work, small donations, and grants.37

In view of the appeal that a revenue stream from sales of produce has 
for a nonprofi t organization, it seems likely that we will see more non-
profi t urban farms in the future. A range of organizational forms is likely 
to emerge: independent organizations that, like the Zenger Farm, include 
community gardening on some of their land as part of their mission; 
community gardening organizations and other nonprofi t organizations 
that, like those in Boston and Denver, expand into farming; and coali-
tions of food-security organizations that, as in Detroit, come together 
around a shared urban farm project. As the projects develop, the bound-
aries between an urban farm and a community garden are likely to 
become increasingly blurry. This was already the case for the Alemany 
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Youth Farm and for community gardens that hosted youth training 
activities and sold some of their products.

As land values increase and central cities are redeveloped, the era of 
informal land tenure on vacant and abandoned lots will draw to a close 
in Detroit, Philadelphia, and Cleveland, much as it already has in East 
Coast and West Coast cities where land values are high. Community 
gardening will continue to undergo formalization under the protective 
wing of either land trusts and other nonprofi t organizations or city gov-
ernment departments. In either case, the neighborhood dimension of 
community gardening as a meeting ground for social interaction, fresh 
food production, recreation, and politicking is likely to begin to interact 
more with formal organizational goals that frame community gardens 
as opportunities for youth programs, neighborhood development, local 
sustainability, and educational activities. The winning of land tenure on 
a city park, in a schoolyard, or on land owned by a nonprofi t organiza-
tion may come with a quid pro quo of assisting the city and nonprofi t 
organizations in their missions. Community gardens may be reframed as 
not only great places to grow food, develop neighborhoods, and green 
the city but also great places to teach children multiplication (using rows 
of vegetables) and to develop job skills for teenagers. Those skills can 
include record keeping, observation, and analysis, but they might also 
be expanded to include the entrepreneurial activities that are more char-
acteristics of nonprofi t urban farms. Although one cannot predict that 
community gardening in the future will begin to approximate the non-
profi t urban farm, the structural conditions are in place for such a transi-
tion to occur.

Conclusion

The forms of urban agriculture studied here occur largely in civil society, 
including informal associations (gardens) and formal organizations (non-
profi ts), but community gardening programs also involve substantial 
interaction with local governments. Furthermore, nonprofi t farms have 
one foot in the world of sustainable local agricultural networks (the 
world of farmers’ markets, small farms, CSA shares, retail food coops, 
and locally oriented restaurants), but they fare better on labor issues than 
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some of the locally owned for-profi t farms. The problems raised by 
agrifood researchers for the local agricultural networks do not extend 
well to the case of urban agriculture. The tradeoff between sustainability 
and localism—so evident in many farmers’ markets, where local, fresh 
food may be conventionally grown and consumers can be faced with the 
choice between local and organic—is much less evident in the world of 
urban agriculture, which is all local and, as our interviews indicated, 
mostly sustainable in the sense of using composting, organic fertilizers, 
and nontoxic pest-control methods. Likewise, much more than the for-
profi t independent retail industry but closer to the reuse centers studied 
in the previous chapter, the case of localism in the urban setting exhibits 
much less tension between localist and social justice goals. In fact, the 
cases reviewed here, combined with the examples of reuse centers dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, suggest that it may be easier to fi nd an 
approximation of sustainability, justice, and local ownership in the non-
profi t sector than in the small-business sector. The gray zone between 
nonprofi t charitable and environmental organizations and for-profi t 
independent retail businesses and farms—that is, the growing sector of 
nonprofi t social enterprises and for-benefi t social businesses—also 
deserves further attention from social scientists who study the potential 
linkages among localism, sustainability, and justice.

Another conclusion from this chapter is that tacit participation in the 
politics of neoliberalism, such as by turning to markets rather than to 
governments for political solutions, is much less evident in a fi eld that is 
largely one of voluntary, civil-society activity. In the case of community 
gardening, the politics have tended to be situated in the traditional liberal 
frameworks of requesting resources from governments—mostly local 
but, through the umbrella organization, also federal—and demanding 
that governments under the spell of neoliberalism live up to their pur-
ported democratic mission of representing the people rather than devel-
opment interests. A research strategy that attends to the varieties of 
localism, even within the fi eld of agrifood localism, offers signifi cant 
benefi ts for building general theories of localism.
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Local Energy and the Public Sector

In the United States, the “appropriate technology,” “home power,” and 
“back to the land” movements left a legacy of off-grid power production, 
experiments in distributed renewable energy, and green building innova-
tions. Some of the projects associated with the movements involved local 
ownership and import substitution, but in general they remained rela-
tively small and specialized. In this chapter I focus on another side of 
localism and energy, one which has greater promise for achieving a sig-
nifi cant effect on aggregate consumption and can address issues of sus-
tainability and inequality. In the fi rst section I will explore three models 
of localism and grid-based electricity: public power, community choice, 
and the energy-conservation utility. In the second section I will examine 
the greening of public transportation, specifi cally bus transportation, and 
its connections with localism. Because at the local level most electricity 
and public transportation is supplied through government agencies or 
heavily regulated public utilities, the industry is much more oriented 
toward the role of government than the retail and food industries. As a 
result, this chapter helps to develop a better understanding of how local-
ism works in the public sector.1

Localism and Electricity

The peer-reviewed literature on local ownership and electricity is less well 
developed than the literature of the agrifood fi eld. The largest cluster of 
research involves the practical problem of why there is so much grassroots 
opposition to wind farms and what kinds of intervention might increase 
public support. A common assumption is that opposition groups are 
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primarily worried about the visual impact of wind farms, especially when 
the planned sites are located in scenic areas, such as Cape Cod. Also often 
cited is local concern with environmental impacts of the projects, such as 
the effects on birds and, for aquatic wind farms, on marine life. The public 
policy analyst Jeremy Firestone and his colleagues found that opponents 
can name a variety of concerns, including possible negative effects on 
property values, bird deaths, electricity rates, and, for wind farms on 
marine sites, marine life, fi shing, and boating. In the Cape Cod case, 
opponents said that their opinions might change if they were to have new 
information that indicated that electricity rates would not increase, marine 
life and fi shing would not be harmed, jobs would accrue to the area, and 
the region would benefi t directly from the electricity production. Surpris-
ingly, only 4 percent of the respondents mentioned climate change when 
giving a reason for or against the wind farm proposal.2

The Dutch psychologist and energy researcher Maartin Wolsink has 
noted the paradox that public support for renewable energy is high, 
whereas local acceptance of wind farms is much more diffi cult to obtain. 
His analysis is signifi cant for the broader study of localism because his 
research led him to link the problem of wind farm opposition with local 
ownership and control. In a comparative study of acceptance in Europe, 
Wolsink et al. found that the implementation of wind power plans was 
affected not only by planning and fi nancial support but also by the rela-
tive strength of landscape protection organizations and local ownership 
patterns. In Spain, Scotland, England, and Wales, the wind industry is 
dominated by large corporations, whereas in Denmark, Germany, and 
the Netherlands local ownership and a history of stronger energy activ-
ism plays a greater role. The researchers suggested that local ownership 
may counterbalance the opposition raised by landscape and conservation 
organizations. The research is important not only because it draws atten-
tion to the role of local ownership in facilitating large-scale renewable 
energy projects but also because it suggests that support for local owner-
ship may trump resistance from the segment of the environmental move-
ment and local communities that is most concerned with landscape 
preservation.3

Other studies also suggest that local ownership, control over site loca-
tion, and citizen participation in a planning process that is perceived to 
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be fair have consistently affected local acceptance of new wind farms. 
Where local ownership is declining, opposition may increase. For 
example, in Denmark the decline of local, cooperative ownership and 
the increase in the scale of wind farms have contributed to increased 
opposition to wind power. A study from Denmark found that there was 
a preference for offshore wind farms over on-land farms, where the 
locally owned wind farms were historically placed. In a study of wind 
energy in South Wales, support was higher among older males, who were 
often former coal miners with beliefs more favorable to local and worker 
ownership. In Japan, environmental and ownership considerations were 
primary factors that favored increased support for community wind 
energy. One mechanism used to garner support was to name each turbine 
and to have investors’ names inscribed on wind towers. Although not as 
well established as in Europe, in the United States community wind 
power has been gaining ground in Massachusetts and in some of the 
midwestern states.4

In view of the importance of wind energy as a cost-competitive source 
of renewable energy on a potentially signifi cant scale, the research that 
links acceptance of wind farms to local ownership suggests that as the 
growth of wind energy continues, local ownership may emerge as a sig-
nifi cant factor in energy development. However, there is very little 
research on localism and energy as a general topic. This section will fi ll 
the lacuna by examining public power agencies, community choice pro-
grams, and energy-conservation utilities. I selected for case-study research 
three public power utilities that were widely recognized for their reputa-
tions for environmental leadership, the city with the most advanced 
model of community choice, and the state with the oldest energy-
conservation utility.5

The majority of electricity service providers in the United States are 
municipally owned (public) and cooperative entities, but most of them 
are very small. Popular during the Progressive Era, the number of public 
utilities peaked in the early 1920s. Today investor-owned utilities repre-
sent only a minority of electricity service providers in the United States, 
but they are concentrated in cities with large populations, and they serve 
the majority of American consumers. The dominance of investor-owned 
utilities in the United States can be traced back to lobbying efforts by 
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for-profi t electric power corporations. The National Electric Light Asso-
ciation, an industry group that supported private power, lobbied against 
“socialist” approaches to electricity generation and transmission and 
supported research and policies in favor of privatized electricity. As a 
result, the investor-owned utility with public regulation emerged as the 
dominant form of electricity generation and service provision. Although 
public regulation limited profi ts to a “just and reasonable” amount, by 
the 1920s interstate holding companies were siphoning off profi ts through 
the use of management fees. The failure of some of the holding com-
panies during the Great Depression made it easier for President Franklin 
Roosevelt to achieve passage of legislation that regulated the utilities at 
a federal level and to gain support for the construction of federal hydro-
power projects and rural electricity cooperatives. Although investor-
owned utilities have dominated electricity distribution and generation, 
public power held about 25 percent of the market share as of 2000.6

In 1996, consistent with the general climate of neoliberalism, the 
American electricity industry underwent “deregulation.” As the historian 
Richard Hirsh has noted, the term is a misnomer because the industry 
remained highly regulated. Under the new regime of “restructuring” (the 
alternative term that Hirsh favors), generators were allowed to use the 
transmission lines of other companies in order to sell electricity to remote 
customers. Once electricity competition went into effect, generating com-
panies found that they could make high profi ts by selling electricity to 
utilities on the open, interstate market. By 2000, many states faced spikes 
in prices for electricity purchased on the open market. In California price 
caps on customer charges created a bind for utilities: they had to pur-
chase electricity on open markets, but because of the price caps they 
could not recuperate the costs by passing them on to consumers. As a 
result, the utilities were paying more for some of their electricity than 
they were charging for it. Pacifi c Gas and Electricity declared bank-
ruptcy, and the state experienced blackouts. Similar problems occurred 
in other states.7

The price gouging that occurred with the creation of electricity markets 
was one factor that caused some cities to buy out their utilities and shift 
to public power. In many cases “public power” merely means public 
ownership of local transmission and distribution, but it is possible for 
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public power organizations to invest in generation capacity as well. Some 
of the larger cities own generating capacity, and a few of the larger public 
power departments and agencies have become leaders in the transition 
toward greener electricity. Overall, about 20 percent of the electricity 
provided by public power utilities is from renewable sources, in com-
parison with 7 percent for investor-owned utilities. The difference is 
largely explained by the greater access to hydroelectric sources, including 
those of the federal government. However, even when the hydroelectric 
sources are not counted, the public power utilities provide twice the 
percentage of renewable energy as investor-owned utilities, and public 
power utilities do not have the renewable energy tax credit advantages 
that investor-owned utilities have.8

A pure type of localism for public power agencies, a form that is 
comparable to locally grown food with local inputs for local consump-
tion, would be achieved only if an agency were to have control over its 
generating capacity and the power were to come entirely from local 
sources. As in food production, local energy production is not necessarily 
green; the energy source could be coal from a local mountain. However, 
in practice there is considerable interest in renewable energy sources, 
including hydropower, wind, and solar power. I studied three public 
power agencies or departments that had reputations for leadership in 
green electricity: Austin Energy, Sacramento Municipal Utility District 
(SMUD), and Seattle City Light. All three had programs that supported 
distributed renewable energy, such as rooftop solar installations, and 
were investing in wind energy, either via ownership or contracts. Seattle 
City Light and SMUD also owned substantial hydroelectric generating 
capacity.9

Because solar power remains expensive and new sources of hydro-
power are environmentally controversial or unavailable, wind energy is 
the most attractive source of new renewable energy. However, wind is 
plagued by a number of problems, including intermittency. To solve the 
intermittency problem for wind, SMUD was considering using wind-
powered pumps to move water upstream after it had run through 
hydroelectric generation facilities. In contrast, there is little potential for 
hydropower as a storage mechanism for wind energy in Texas, and 
Austin Energy was investigating a distributed storage system that uses 
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plug-in electric hybrid vehicles. In addition to the intermittency problem 
for wind energy noted above, representatives of all three agencies cited 
transmission congestion as a signifi cant hurdle to bringing more wind 
resources on line more rapidly.10

Although all three public power agencies were leaders in the develop-
ment of renewable energy sources, only Seattle City Light, a department 
of the city government, could claim that it had achieved the status of the 
country’s fi rst “carbon-neutral” electricity provider. In 2007, partly 
because of the department’s efforts, the city of Seattle claimed to have 
met the Kyoto Protocol targets. Given a mandate from the city council, 
the city department was able to achieve carbon neutrality because of its 
signifi cant hydropower resources and its purchases of carbon offsets for 
its relatively small percentage of grid-supplied electricity from fossil fuels. 
Although both SMUD and Austin Energy had several model programs, 
during the early 2000s they were also investing in new natural gas plants. 
They viewed the choice of continued fossil fuel as necessary in order to 
meet growing demand and (in the case of Austin Energy) to replace older, 
less effi cient power plants. Although natural gas is much cleaner than 
either coal or oil as a source for electricity, the decision to invest in 
natural gas suggests that even the most environmentally oriented public 
utilities face diffi cult choices in making the transition to renewable energy 
sources while also providing customers with reliable and affordable 
electricity.11

Seattle City Light was founded in 1902, that is, during the Progressive 
Era growth spurt in public power. The city department added hydroelec-
tric power capacity throughout the twentieth century; it also purchased 
hydroelectric power from the federal government’s Bonneville Power 
Administration. To achieve carbon-neutral status, the department has 
continued to increase its wind power purchases; it has also generated 
offsets through conservation programs and purchases of biodiesel for the 
city’s other vehicle fl eets. There are many complicated issues involved in 
determining what exactly is “carbon-neutral” and “green” energy; 
among them are the environmental problems and greenhouse-gas emis-
sions associated with hydroelectric dams. Furthermore, there would 
probably be questions about how to count the use of biodiesel as carbon 
offset credits. According to the representatives of Seattle City Light 
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whom I interviewed, the biodiesel offsets were the least preferred of the 
three programs, and the municipal department instead made extensive 
investments in energy conservation. With a staff of about 70 and 
a budget of more than $20 million, Seattle City Light’s energy-
conservation efforts were among the largest in the United States.12

By investing in energy conservation, Seattle City Light has been able 
to reduce growth in energy consumption by its customers. As a result, 
the department will not be forced to develop new hydropower facilities; 
instead, it will focus on upgrading existing facilities and mitigating the 
environmental effects of its existing facilities. The investment in mitiga-
tion earned Seattle City Light environmental awards and certifi cation 
from the Low Impact Hydropower Institute. It will be able to continue 
to sell excess capacity to the grid, and consequently it will have a revenue 
stream for ongoing investment in conservation and related measures both 
within Seattle City Light and in other city departments. Finally, the use 
of hydropower, wind, and other renewable resources will protect cus-
tomers from future rate volatility.13

Turning from environmental to social goals, Seattle City Light helps 
low-income customers in a variety of ways. First, it keeps rates low for 
customers. Before the electricity crisis of 2000, the department advertised 
that it had the lowest rates in the country, but it was severely affected 
by shortages caused by droughts and the spillover effects from the energy 
crisis in California. Consequently, wholesale rates spiked, and customer 
rates had to be increased. Even so, rates remained much lower than for 
customers of investor-owned utilities. Low-income customers were 
exempted from some rate increases, and programs were available for 
low-income, senior, and disabled customers to apply for price reductions 
of up to 50 percent. Various other low-income assistance programs were 
available, and the Seattle’s Department of Housing also offered weath-
erization support for low-income residents. More generally, public power 
agencies offered benefi ts to low-income and restricted-income customers 
by converting to renewable energy resources with fi xed long-term costs, 
a change that will reduce future rate increases that will come with the 
growing scarcity of natural gas. Furthermore, when a city is able to 
control its energy generation, it is better able to remediate environmental 
justice problems by closing down the most polluting plants and replacing 
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them with conservation, renewable energy, and cleaner fuels such as 
natural gas.14

Although Seattle is the envy of many cities with environmental ambi-
tions, not everything is perfect there. Environmentalists have raised con-
cerns with the effects of hydroelectric dams on environmentally sensitive 
species such as salmon, and Seattle City Light has put in place programs 
to address those concerns. A looming but not yet pressing problem is the 
threat that climate change poses to the production of electricity via 
hydropower. The glaciers that feed the rivers are melting, and since the 
late 1990s most of the years have been drier than usual. Another poten-
tial problem is that the federal government may force public power 
agencies to separate transmission and generation activities. If the regula-
tory change were to occur, it would dramatically undermine the revenue 
streams of the organization and consequently the ability of the city 
department to pursue its sustainability and low-income programs. 
Another potential problem is that state government renewable portfolio 
standards and other mandates, which are generally viewed as important 
legislative steps in building a transition to greener electricity, could pose 
problems for public power providers such as Seattle City Light if the 
mandates were to place specifi c targets on types of renewable energy or 
conservation.15

Notwithstanding actual and potential problems, cities that have local 
ownership of their electricity generation and transmission are in an envi-
able position for a variety of reasons. In addition to being able to build 
synergies among energy sources, as Seattle and Sacramento are doing 
with wind and hydropower, they are able to control emissions from local 
power plants and to shape the broader transition to renewable energy 
sources. They can also decide how to use profi ts from electricity sales to 
develop conservation, weatherization, and low-income assistance pro-
grams. In view of the advantages, why are more cities in the United States 
not considering municipalization? One reason is that investor-owned 
utilities have fi ercely resisted the attempts. Even where the campaigns for 
public ownership have been successful, city governments have faced high 
capital costs and steep learning curves when attempting to make the 
conversion. Furthermore, city governments that convert to public power 
can incur signifi cant debt, and consequently they have an incentive to 
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maintain or increase revenue, which in turn favors increased power 
consumption rather than conservation.

In response to the diffi culties of converting from private to public 
power, a new form of local electricity governance has emerged that 
enhances local control within the framework of competition among 
electricity service providers. Led by Paul Fenn, at the time the director 
of the Massachusetts Senate Committee on Energy, Massachusetts passed 
the country’s fi rst “community choice” law in 1996, just as energy com-
petition was being implemented nationally. Since then several states have 
passed “community choice” legislation, which empowers city govern-
ments or larger units to aggregate consumers and purchase electricity 
from electricity suppliers as a unit. Consumers are allowed to opt out, 
but if they do not exercise the option (and most do not), they are added 
to the aggregation. By combining local electricity customers into a block 
contract, city governments are in a position to negotiate a better price 
for their residents and, if they choose, to mandate a cleaner energy 
mix.16

In San Francisco citizens were angered by the power outages and price 
hikes, and in 2001 reformers fl oated a ballot initiative to gain voter 
approval for municipalization. As in other cities, the investor-owned 
utility outspent the grassroots campaign by several magnitudes, and the 
initiative failed that year and again the next year. However, other ballot 
initiatives did pass, including Proposition H, which authorized the city 
to issue revenue bonds for renewable energy and energy conservation. 
Another victory took place in 2002, when the state government approved 
community choice legislation that Paul Fenn, who had since relocated to 
California, had authored. In 2004 the California Public Utilities Com-
mission issued a statement that allowed community choice programs to 
start up. By combining the city’s revenue bond authority with community 
choice legislation, the stage was set for a powerful new model of locally 
controlled and owned renewable energy.17

In an interview, Fenn, who was trained as an intellectual historian, 
recognized that community choice legislation was in tune with a neolib-
eral regulatory environment that emphasized privatization and devolu-
tion. He noted that in many cities people were heavily concerned with 
environmental problems and strongly supportive of renewable energy, 
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so the combination model of revenue bonds and community choice had 
great potential for success in the current policy environment. Although 
he supported devolution, he was critical of the lack of fi nancial support 
for cities and the “corporate control” of the economy. The model of 
community choice with city revenue bonds was one way to strengthen 
local fi nances as well as local ownership. He was also attentive to the 
possibility that community choice could be confi gured to address 
the needs of working-class and poor people. For example, his plans for 
the San Francisco transition to renewable energy included new unionized 
jobs for construction and closure of the polluting plant located in the 
low-income neighborhood of Hunter’s Point. If all went as planned, and 
as of 2008 the process continued to move forward, San Francisco would 
use its revenue bonds to support the construction of 150 megawatts of 
capacity in a wind farm outside the city, 107 MW of energy conservation 
and effi ciency reductions, and 104 MW of distributed generation, includ-
ing 31 MW of rooftop solar. The new energy sources would represent 
about half of the city’s average load, and much of it could be achieved 
in a few years. The scale of the transition is even more impressive when 
one considers that many other cities in California were exploring com-
munity choice.18

In contrast with public power, which can saddle a city government 
with huge debts and the need for new areas of expertise, with “commu-
nity choice” the city government only acquires debt associated with 
bonds for new renewable energy construction projects that are built by 
the electricity service provider. The city government specifi es in its terms 
of bid contract that the electricity service provider is responsible for 
building renewable energy projects and conservation programs with 
capital provided by the city through its bond authority. The contract 
enhances local ownership and control over the city’s energy sources, 
reduces both greenhouse-gas emissions and overall growth in electricity 
consumption, generates new jobs through public works projects, and 
potentially contributes to the San Francisco Bay Area’s emerging status 
as a green technopole for renewable energy technology. In other words, 
the transition will combine some of the best features of both import 
substitution and export-led growth, or localism and the high-tech manu-
facturing cluster.
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A third model of localism and grid-supplied electricity production is 
the energy effi ciency utility. The previous two models of local ownership 
in electricity also support energy effi ciency and conservation, and the 
energy effi ciency utility can be combined with public power, community 
choice aggregation, or even investor-owned utilities. In many ways energy 
conservation is the purest form of sustainable localism, because it sub-
stitutes imports with non-consumption, and it also provides cost savings 
to the consumer over the long term. Programs can also be confi gured to 
address justice issues by mandating that a percentage of revenues be 
spent on energy conservation for low-income households and small busi-
nesses. Many investor-owned utilities are required to implement energy 
effi ciency programs, but the programs run into confl ict with the profi t-
ability goals of the utilities’ owners, who benefi t from continued growth 
in energy consumption. Even public power utilities can be caught in the 
confl ict between the goals of increased energy conservation and enhanced 
revenue from growth in energy sales. As a result, electricity effi ciency 
programs nationwide have achieved less than 10 percent of what is con-
sidered possible, and so far they have not been able to reduce growth in 
overall consumption. One strategy to increase the effectiveness of energy-
conservation programs is to shift the energy effi ciency responsibilities to 
one utility. The effect is to aggregate energy-conservation programs 
across a state and to achieve economies of scale in energy-conservation 
program expenditures. The idea of a conservation utility need not be 
limited to energy conservation; it could also be applied to water conser-
vation, automobile use reduction, and so on. In the case of energy effi -
ciency utilities, the aggregated utility is funded by a small charge on the 
customer’s energy bill.

Effi ciency Vermont, established in 2000, is the fi rst statewide energy 
effi ciency utility in the United States. It is operated by a nonprofi t energy 
organization that won a competitive bidding process for a performance 
contract with the state’s Public Service Board. Although Effi ciency 
Vermont is a public utility, it does not sell energy. Rather, its purpose is 
to provide advice, energy savings programs, and help with fi nancing for 
all customers within the state. The utility views the positive economic 
effects of retaining energy expenses in the state as a primary benefi t 
of its work, and its 2007 report notes that the net effect of the 
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approximately $20 million annual budget and $20 million in participant 
expenditures is another $40 million in net savings.19

Even with a relatively small annual budget, by the end of 2007 Effi -
ciency Vermont had leveraged its resources to save about 56,000 
megawatt-hours in annual electricity consumption and $300 million in 
foregone energy expenditures counted over the lifetime of the installa-
tions. It had become, in effect, the fourth-largest utility in the state, and 
it was meeting 6.5 percent of the state’s electricity needs. Although the 
number of electricity customers in the state was growing, the utility was 
able to offset the state’s load growth. The utility’s estimated cost to save 
one kilowatt-hour of electricity was about three cents, or roughly half 
the cost of purchased electricity at the time. The utility also achieved 
nearly complete participation from major lighting and appliance dealers 
in the state.20

Effi ciency Vermont provides assistance to a wide range of energy con-
sumers in the state, including homes, small businesses, ski resorts, dairy 
farms, government facilities, schools, and builders. State guidelines deter-
mine the percentage of the budget that is spent on assistance for low-
income families. At one point about 40 percent of the utility’s budget 
was spent on small businesses, many of which were locally owned, and 
increasingly the utility has achieved participation from larger customers 
as well. One of the primary mechanisms of assistance is providing reviews 
of current electricity consumption and making recommendations on how 
to reduce consumption, but the organization does more than provide 
expertise and consulting. The utility also provides links to stores that sell 
energy effi ciency products, encourages retailers to offer those products, 
and helps connect customers to contractors who specialize in energy 
effi ciency installations. Although not all retailers and installers are locally 
owned independent businesses, many are, and consequently the utility 
helps stimulate import substitution through a second channel of sup-
porting the local retail and service industries. The utility also provides 
coupons and incentives for purchases of energy effi cient appliances and 
compact fl uorescent lighting, and it helps customers fi nd fi nancing for 
more substantial innovations.21

The three models discussed in this section show how local ownership 
operates in the public sector and the electricity industry. The models are 



Local Energy and the Public Sector  173

of some general value in qualifying the understanding of localism as 
merely a private sector or civil-society activity, a conclusion that one 
might draw from the previous two chapters. Even community choice 
aggregation, which is made possible by electricity restructuring and a 
political climate that enabled privatization and competition, succeeds by 
linking together a network of federal, state, and local government regula-
tions, legislation, and voter initiatives. All three models offer ways to 
achieve greater energy conservation, which like the reuse center is a form 
of localism that not only involves import substitution but also facilitates 
a reduction in consumption. Localism in the energy industry need not 
be green, and in both the cases of Sacramento and Austin I was surprised 
to learn that two of the most well-known green public utilities were 
constructing new natural-gas-fi red plants. Although both plants would 
be locally owned, the natural gas was clearly not, and as a result this 
form of public sector energy localism is only marginally green (depending 
on the fuel source that it replaces) and hybrid (local ownership of genera-
tion, but nonlocal ownership of fuel sources). There can be many good 
reasons for a public power utility to select natural gas, including the cost 
of distributed solar, rapid growth in population and demand, lack of 
available wind energy (caused by construction delays and transmission 
problems), the need to close plants with higher amounts of pollution, 
and the political goal of keeping electricity rates under control. It is dif-
fi cult to second-guess or criticize managers of such a volatile industry, 
and it is worth recognizing that they see such decisions as short-term 
investments inside a long-term strategy of transition to much higher 
levels of locally owned renewable energy and energy conservation.

Localism and the Greening of Public Transportation

Public transportation, like reuse centers and community gardens, is an 
example of a type of localism where sustainability and justice goals can 
come together. Compared to the automobile, urban public transporta-
tion is not only more energy effi cient but also relatively inexpensive and 
disproportionately used by low-income residents and ethnic minority 
groups. Indeed, civil rights groups and transit activists have reframed the 
public funding of highways versus public transportation, and within the 
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latter commuter rail versus bus transportation, as issues of “transit 
justice.” The long history of civil rights and racism in the United States 
has been deeply linked to transportation, from the 1896 Plessy v. Fer-
guson case (which involved an African-American rider on a whites-only 
rail car in Louisiana), to Rosa Parks and the Montgomery bus boycott 
during the 1950s, to the transit-justice activism of bus riders in Los 
Angeles, Boston, and other cities during the 1990s.22

The greening of public transportation has also become an environmen-
tal justice issue. The increasingly well-documented health effects of diesel 
exhaust have accompanied a politicization of the emissions standards for 
urban diesel buses and the siting of urban bus depots. In Atlanta, Boston, 
Los Angeles, New York, and San Francisco, grassroots groups have 
protested the unequal distribution of diesel-based air pollution from 
urban buses, and in some cases they have demanded, and even won, 
concessions from urban transit agencies to shift to new fuel sources that 
have lower emissions. During the 1990s, the mobilizations coincided 
with two other developments: the natural gas industry was lobbying city 
governments to convert from diesel to natural gas, and the federal and 
California governments were developing regulations to require urban bus 
fl eets to reduce emissions.23

To a large extent the public debate over the greening of public trans-
portation in the United States since 1990 has centered on the issue of 
diesel fuel versus compressed natural gas (CNG). Both are fossil fuels, 
and in a world of increasing prices for both petroleum and natural 
gas—not to mention issues of peak oil, peak gas, greenhouse-gas emis-
sions, and energy independence—neither can be a long-term solution to 
the problem of energy and public transportation. As a result, part of the 
debate centers of which type of bus and fuel design offers a better bridge 
technology to a future of electrical and/or hydrogen-based transportation 
that one hopes, in the long term, will be supported mostly by renewable 
energy. Some cities have opted for CNG, some started down a path 
toward CNG conversion before shifting back to diesel, and others fi rmly 
stayed on the diesel path. The debate is complicated because the technol-
ogy and regulations are changing very rapidly. A complex brew of health 
effects research, grassroots mobilization, design innovations in bus tech-
nology, fuel industry lobbying, and government regulations has created 
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the context for what I call the “object confl icts,” or defi nitional struggles, 
that have emerged around the question, “What is a clean bus?” In this 
section I will consider each of those factors in a little more detail. Each 
of the arenas of contestation are fi elds of action across variable sociopo-
litical scales, where the effects of outcomes in one fi eld reverberate on 
others.24

Health research has increasingly pointed to the risks of lung cancer, 
asthma, and other diseases associated with exposure to diesel exhaust. 
By 1990, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health and 
the State of California had separately declared diesel exhaust to be a 
carcinogen, and continued documentation over the subsequent two 
decades from government units such as the National Toxicology Program 
and the Environmental Protection Agency confi rmed the determination. 
Similar statements were issued at an international level. The Interna-
tional Agency for Research on Cancer reviewed the literature and declared 
that diesel exhaust was a probable carcinogen, and a 1996 report by an 
international body sponsored by the World Health Organization and 
several other organizations conducted a similar appraisal on the carci-
nogenicity of diesel exhaust and recommended actions to reduce expo-
sure. In the United States, California became a center for research and 
policy directed at diesel emissions, which were estimated to contribute 
approximately 70 percent of the cancer risk from air pollution in that 
state. A report from the California Air Resources Board noted that diesel 
exhaust contains 41 toxic air contaminants as defi ned by the State of 
California.25

A second fi eld that affected decisions on the greening of urban bus 
fl eets was regulatory policy at the federal level of government. The Clean 
Air Act of 1990 allowed the EPA to take steps that led to the Clean Fuel 
Program, which developed an emissions target for new fl eet purchases 
beginning with the 1998 model year, identifi ed 22 non-attainment cities 
in terms of air quality, and mandated that those cities purchase clean-fuel 
fl eets. The goal was for fl eet purchases of clean-fuel vehicles to reach 30 
percent in 1998, 50 percent in 2000, and 70 percent in 2001. However, 
in 1998 a report by the Natural Resources Defense Council accused the 
EPA of backpedaling on its own goals in several ways: weakening the 
emissions standards, delaying implementation, and allowing most 
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non-attainment regions to opt out by demonstrating equivalent reduc-
tions through other programs. Although the mandates were weakened, 
they did pressure urban transit agencies to consider switching to CNG 
or liquid natural gas (LNG) as a cleaner fuel. One reason was that fl eet 
purchases are a long-term investment and the predicted future trend was 
toward regulation in favor of cleaner fuels.26

A third fi eld of action was the growth of environmental justice mobi-
lizations to “dump dirty diesel.” In New York and Boston the groups 
achieved changes from the state government, in San Francisco the groups 
worked through the city government and city-level voter proposition 
system, and in Atlanta and Los Angeles the groups operated through the 
courts. At issue was both the quality of diesel bus emissions and the 
health effects of bus idling on the low-income neighborhoods where bus 
barns were located. In Los Angeles the transit justice issues also included 
the unequal funding of bus transportation and the commuter rail system, 
and in 1996 the court transferred decision-making authority to a “special 
master,” a court-appointed person who had authority to override the 
decisions of the transit agency. In Los Angeles and other cities environ-
mental justice advocates generally pushed for a transition from diesel to 
CNG. When new, emissions-controlled diesel technologies became avail-
able, the groups in San Francisco and Boston were more fl exible in their 
approach, whereas in Atlanta and Los Angeles the environmental justice 
groups remained more fi rm advocates of a continued transition to natural 
gas.27

In 2000, the EPA issued new standards set to begin with the 2007 
model year. Those standards were scheduled to drop allowable emissions 
of nitrous oxides, particulates, and non-methane hydrocarbons. The EPA 
also reduced sulfur content in highway diesel fuel by 97 percent from 
500 to 15 parts per million, with a stepped phase-in from 2007 to 2010. 
The diesel industry struggled to meet the new standards, and the low 
level for nitrous oxides presented an especially critical design challenge. 
The federal standards were complicated by California state-government 
standards, which were more stringent. In 2000 the California Air 
Resources Board mandated that transit agencies had to commit either to 
a diesel or an alternative fuel path by 2001. Forty-eight transit agencies 
across the state opted to pursue the clean diesel path, among them the 
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Alameda–Contra Costa Transit District of the East Bay and Muni of San 
Francisco, whereas 28 agencies, including Los Angeles and Sacramento, 
opted for the alternative path, mostly CNG and LNG. The California 
Air Resources Board also enacted nitrous oxide standards more stringent 
than those of the EPA, but it subsequently harmonized down to the 
federal standards.28

As diesel bus manufacturers struggled to meet the new standards, a 
series of tests that compared various types of diesel and CNG bus tech-
nologies revealed contradictory information. Diesel buses with ultra-low 
sulfur fuel and catalytic converters, especially when combined with 
hybrid-electric technology, signifi cantly reduced emissions. Because 
diesel buses cost less than CNG and much less than hydrogen technology, 
fl eet managers could argue that a decision to purchase clean diesel 
buses represented the greener alternative because it allowed the more 
rapid retirement of older, dirty buses. As clean diesel became available, 
some fl eets that had tested CNG began to shift back to diesel. For 
example, Boston, Cleveland, New York, and Washington returned to 
diesel after having tested CNG. Other cities, including Oakland, San 
Francisco, and Seattle, had simply waited for cleaner diesel to emerge. 
For fl eet managers, “clean diesel” represented a signifi cant advantage on 
many accounts, including the up-front cost of the vehicles, saved costs 
on depot and other infrastructure conversion, and general accumulated 
knowledge about operating a diesel-based bus fl eet. A study by the 
Greater Cleveland Transit Authority, which had used both diesel and 
CNG buses, found that the fuel costs for emissions-controlled diesel and 
CNG in 2003 were equivalent, but the labor and parts costs were sig-
nifi cantly higher for CNG. Taking into account the difference in pur-
chase price, fuel, labor, and parts, the Cleveland agency concluded that 
a CNG bus was about 20 percent more expensive to operate per mile 
than an emissions-controlled diesel bus. Likewise, a comprehensive 
survey of transit agencies using CNG, conducted by the National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory and published in 2002, found that most 
fl eets reported higher costs for CNG than diesel, but a few fl eets experi-
enced lower CNG fuel and maintenance costs. The study suggested that 
transit agencies with large CNG fl eets and a high degree of training were 
more likely to experience the lower CNG costs. Even the Los Angeles 
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Metropolitan Transportation Authority, with its large CNG fl eet, noted 
that although fuel costs were equivalent for CNG and diesel, annual 
maintenance costs were 15–20 percent higher for CNG. Another study, 
written for the natural gas industry, admitted that another drawback for 
CNG was a lower range and payload than diesel but argued that reli-
ability and fuel economy problems had been overcome by the late 
1990s.29

To give a little more detailed understanding of the complexities of the 
factors behind the transition to cleaner fuels in urban public transporta-
tion, I will focus on the decisions at Metro Transit of King County, which 
includes the city of Seattle. During the 1990s the city council had pres-
sured the agency to shift to CNG, but it resisted the political pressure. 
Although the natural gas industry strongly supported the conversion in 
Seattle, as in other cities, the transit agency had several concerns, includ-
ing the conversion costs, the refueling time, risk to workers from poten-
tial explosions in converted bus depots, the higher marginal cost of CNG 
vehicles, and the inadequacy of the gas infrastructure pipelines to handle 
the nocturnal refueling load. After an election that shifted the political 
composition of the city council, the new council backed away from the 
proposal.30

In 2003 Metro Transit attracted national attention for its test and 
purchase of more than 200 60-foot hybrid-electric diesel buses. The 
purchase earned the agency the distinction of having the largest fl eet of 
such buses in the country and an award as the National Clean Bus Leader 
from the Environmental and Energy Study Institute. Although the cost 
of each bus was about $200,000 more than a standard, emissions-
controlled diesel bus, the agency’s tests revealed that maintenance reduc-
tions and fuel savings allowed them to recuperate the marginal cost 
within eight years. Because the wear-and-tear on the engine was lower, 
the agency expected to keep the buses for 16 years rather than for twelve 
years, which is the expected lifespan of the standard diesel bus. The 
reduced need for maintenance allowed the agency to downsize its work-
force of mechanics by 10 percent, and consequently it was able to recu-
perate some of the marginal cost of the hybrid buses through savings in 
labor costs. Through careful planning and coordination with the union, 
the agency was able to reassign all positions.31
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From the perspective of localism and economic development theory, 
the shift toward hybrid-electric technology is a type of import substitu-
tion based on energy conservation. Money fl owing out of the region for 
fuel expenses is retained within the region as fuel savings. As the technol-
ogy shifts to plug-in electric hybrid vehicles, an additional import sub-
stitution is available to the extent that the electricity can be provided by 
local sources, such as the local hydropower and wind resources available 
from Seattle City Light. A third type of import substitution is also pos-
sible but not realized in the Seattle case: the shift toward the manufacture 
of the buses locally. The shift is probably not feasible in the case of 
hybrid electric vehicles because of the huge investment required to start 
up a new fi rm in the globally competitive market. However, the city of 
Chattanooga did sponsor a local manufacturing venture for its small, 
downtown, electric circulator buses, a product for which global competi-
tion is much lower. Although the company ended up failing, probably 
because of a decision to diversify outside its niche product area, it pro-
vides an example of yet another way in which urban transportation can 
be linked to import substitution and local ownership.32

Another innovation in the transit agency that involves import substitu-
tion is the use of biodiesel, which was funded by Seattle City Light. The 
use of a 5 percent biodiesel blend meant that in 2005 the agency pur-
chased about 500,000 gallons of biodiesel per year. From a fl eet manage-
ment perspective, the shift to biodiesel was of limited value. Although 
the emissions benefi ts of biodiesel were signifi cant for older buses, for 
the new, emissions-controlled diesel buses the benefi ts were negligible. 
Furthermore, if Metro Transit were to use a higher percentage of biodie-
sel, such as 20 percent, the bus manufacturers would void the warranty 
on the buses. Although the purchase of biodiesel did help spur the state’s 
biodiesel industry, in the Pacifi c Northwest demand for biodiesel was 
substantial enough that it was not always easy to purchase the biofuel 
in the quantities that the fl eet required. Finally, at the time the price for 
biodiesel was not competitive with diesel. In combination, the reasons 
made the use of biodiesel relatively unattractive, even though its use was 
helping to build the local biodiesel industry.33

As David Morris, vice president of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, 
notes, biofuels can be confi gured to be made from locally owned farms 
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and locally owned refi neries. However, Morris also notes that there has 
been considerable consolidation in biofuels refi ning, and the trend for 
biofuels refi neries is probably away from local ownership or at least 
toward partnerships between farmers and nonlocal investors. Further-
more, fl eet managers are wary of becoming dependent on biofuels, with 
their potential for price volatility and their unreliable supply.34

In general, the development of greener urban bus fl eets provides one 
pathway in which sustainability and justice goals can be brought together 
under the mantle of local ownership. As in the case of public power and 
energy-conservation utilities, the form of local ownership is a government-
based department or public agency rather than a for-profi t small busi-
ness, an informal association, or a nonprofi t organization. The justice 
goals include resolving the unequal effects of urban air pollution and 
uneven availability of transportation. However, confl icts within justice 
goals can occur if the downsizing of fl eet staffs is done in a way that 
results in job loss or if public funds are diverted from bus transportation 
to commuter rail. In Seattle the two types of public transit are under 
different agencies, an arrangement that prevents the diversion of public 
funds to commuter rail that has occurred in other cities. When both bus 
and rail transit are under the same agency or at least linked by a single 
funding stream, the two types of public transportation can become 
aligned with class and race divisions in society. For example, in Los 
Angeles the Bus Riders Union has regularly criticized the city’s invest-
ment in rail, which it sees as largely benefi ting middle-class commuters 
at the expense of the city’s bus system. Such tradeoffs can rapidly become 
a tinderbox in the context of America’s history of transit racism and the 
prominence of urban buses in the civil rights movement. One middle 
ground, which agencies such as Alameda–Contra Costa County Transit 
are developing, is bus rapid transit, which uses traffi c signal control and 
station design to provide some of the benefi ts of urban light rail at a 
fraction of the cost and with much lower disruption to neighborhoods 
during construction.35

The examples discussed here suggest how justice and sustainability 
goals can be brought together when confi guring urban public transit 
systems, but there can also be diffi cult tradeoffs. Hybrid-electric diesel, 
CNG, and hydrogen buses all cost more than conventional emissions-
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controlled diesel buses, and fl eet managers must negotiate the goals of 
increasing bus service and improving the environmental impact of each 
bus. Furthermore, although the percentage of petroleum in the energy 
source of urban public transit is declining, the gradual shift from 
emissions-controlled diesel to hybrid-electric diesel to plug-in hybrid-
electric diesel with biofuel blends will still rely on petroleum as a signifi -
cant source of energy. As a result, urban transportation in the United 
States faces a conversion problem that is similar to that of electricity: a 
system that remains mostly based on fossil fuels in a world where 
burning greater quantities of fossil fuels poses severe environmental risk, 
not to mention price and supply volatility. Although federal transporta-
tion funding could be shifted toward the expansion of public transporta-
tion and its greening, the fl eet managers with whom I spoke were generally 
disappointed in the level of federal funding that was forthcoming. For 
example, Jim Boon, the manager of vehicle maintenance for Metro 
Transit of King County, noted:

When we fi rst started the hybrid program, there was no state or federal funding. 
It was our feeling that if we wanted to show a reduction in emissions and fuel 
consumption, the federal government should help reduce the $200,000 delta that 
we were paying per bus. We did get a $5 million earmark, but that was from 
our senator, who earmarked the funds in the transportation budget. The entire 
purchase was $160 to $170 million, so $5 million doesn’t buy that much. We’re 
just not seeing the support from the Federal Transit Administration. We hear 
that they’re happy that we’re doing this, but they’re not offering to help. They 
offered a lot of subsidies and grants for natural gas, but they haven’t done the 
same for hybrids.36

Conclusion

The study of local ownership in the electricity and public transportation 
industries provides a dramatically different perspective from the retail 
and agrifood industries. Although conservationist, general environmen-
tal, and environmental justice organizations have been involved in the 
politics of the greening of electricity and public transportation, there is 
little evidence of a localist movement, such as the “buy local” movement 
or the community gardening movement seen in the previous chapters. 
For cities that already have public power, and certainly for public 
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transportation agencies, there is no need for a localist movement, because 
the primary organizations are already locally owned and controlled. In 
some cases, the existence of public power is a legacy of political battles 
and social movements of prior generations. The closest approximation 
to a localist movement in the electricity industry today is mobilization 
that has occurred in support of public power and community choice in 
cities that have investor-owned utilities, such as in the struggles in Cali-
fornia to shift San Francisco to public power and then later to commu-
nity choice. Otherwise, the driving force for change is often coming more 
from the professionals within the organizations who champion transi-
tions to more sustainable energy sources and confi gure programs that 
ensure the distribution of the benefi ts to low-income users. The cases 
discussed in this chapter provide another reason why it may be better to 
think of localism, at least the forms discussed in this chapter, as compris-
ing a series of alternative pathways for change that may sometimes, but 
not always, approximate a social or reform movement.

Another difference between localism in the retail and agrifood indus-
tries and in the electricity and transportation industries is that public 
ownership plays a signifi cantly greater role. Although the shift toward 
regulated competition of the electricity industry during the 1990s 
reshaped the landscape of electricity markets, the political change also 
created opportunities for new regimes, such as community choice. When 
combined with municipal bonds to shift ownership to local distributed-
energy sources, community choice operates within the neoliberal land-
scape to recreate publicly owned electricity. In other examples—public 
power, government-sponsored effi ciency utilities, and public transporta-
tion—localism in this industry is one in which public ownership has 
widespread public acceptance. To some degree the acceptance of public 
ownership is a result of general patterns of provisioning municipal ser-
vices in the United States. Historically, police, fi re, water, and waste have 
been controlled by city governments. If one wishes to fi nd a credible site 
for public ownership in the United States, local electricity and transporta-
tion may be better places to start than the nationalization of large fossil-
fuel companies.

Localism in the electricity and transportation industries is also differ-
ent from the other industries in its potential to scale up rapidly. Through 
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public debt fi nancing arrangements, surcharges on consumer energy bills, 
and regulatory policy changes at the state and federal government levels, 
it is possible to fi nance signifi cant investments in energy conservation 
and the greening of existing energy and public transportation systems. 
Although the locally owned systems discussed in this chapter may not 
be as well funded as they could be, they do have access to capital at 
levels far beyond what is generally available for the small retail busi-
nesses and the local agricultural and community gardening networks. 
The other fi elds of localism studied so far are much more limited by lack 
of access to funding.

Local electricity and transportation also address environmental and 
social responsibility goals in a different manner from local ownership in 
the other two industries. Although the resale centers and urban gardens 
address environmental problems, they do not provide solutions to the 
increasingly visible problem of greenhouse-gas generation. Localism in 
the electricity and transportation industries can also address signifi cant 
areas of low-income household budgets through low-income energy 
assistance programs, reduction of future price increases that is the result 
of renewable energy investment, and increases in public transportation 
availability. Because of the unequal burden of air pollution across class 
and ethnic divisions, the greening of electricity production and urban 
bus fl eets also has positive environmental justice implications. In the 
energy and transportation industries, localism has received scant atten-
tion and study but may have greater potential than in other industries.





7
Localism and the Media

Like the retail, agriculture, and electricity industries, the media industry 
in the United States is dominated by large corporations. Furthermore, 
the industry has become highly consolidated; the number of corporations 
that controlled the majority of media outlets in the United States fell 
from 50 in 1983 to 28 in 1987, 23 in 1990, 14 in 1992, 10 in 1997, 
and 6 in 2000. Again, it would be simplistic to attribute the trends to 
greater effi ciencies and economies of scale. The industry is heavily regu-
lated, and its historical trends are driven by changes in regulatory policy. 
In synch with the restructuring of the electricity industry during the mid 
1990s, the Telecommunications Act of 1996 also had a dramatic effect 
on the broadcast media industry. During the decade that followed, new 
levels of media consolidation were achieved.1

Defenders of corporate media have noted that if one examines the 
media industry as a whole, overall levels of consolidation have not 
declined since the 1970s. In other words, if one takes into account the 
emergence of new industries and sources of news—cable television, 
satellite radio, the video rental industry, and news and information via 
the Internet—rather than any particular media industry, then the emer-
gence of new forms of media has exerted a counterbalancing effect on 
the consolidation trends. Furthermore, the recent waves of consolidation 
in the electronic media are by no means new for the media in general. 
For example, the growth of the Gannett and Knight-Ridder chains of 
daily newspapers during the late twentieth century was not so much a 
new pattern as a shift away from the dominance of the Hearst and 
Scripps chains. Likewise, radio ownership was heavily centralized during 
the 1930s, but it became more localized after the advent of television 
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during the 1950s, and then a new wave of consolidation occurred during 
the 1980s.2

Although it is true that media consolidation varies over time and 
across industries, the defenders of media consolidation tend to gloss over 
some of the crucial differences between earlier forms of consolidation 
and the pattern that emerged during the 1980s. For example, although 
there were newspaper chains earlier in the twentieth century, during 
the half century after World War II newspaper ownership in the United 
States went from 80 percent local ownership to about 80 percent owner-
ship by corporate chains. Furthermore, the existence of huge, vertically 
integrated media conglomerates with vast holdings across a wide 
range of media industries is also new. There may be many channels of 
news and entertainment, but the venues that reach the largest audiences 
tend to select stories that are compatible with the neoliberal politics of 
the corporate owners. The perspectives of social movements, the voices 
of ethnic minority communities, and political perspectives incompatible 
with the corporate owners tend to be fi ltered out or reduced greatly. 
Furthermore, the new forms of media consolidation have been associated 
with lower amounts of locally oriented programming, participation 
by the community, and diversity in media content. As corporate 
media became more infl uential, they weakened regulatory protections 
in favor of minority rights and political participation. For example, 
during the 1980s the demise of the Fairness Doctrine allowed media 
conglomerates to adopt an editorial viewpoint on a political issue 
without a legal obligation to allow the opposing viewpoint to be heard. 
Likewise, the rule that required stations to report coverage of the ten 
most signifi cant community issues was suspended. Both the consolida-
tion of ownership and the relaxation of rules contributed to the increas-
ing dominance of neoliberal politics in the mainstream media. As a result, 
there may be many channels, but the opportunities for local perspectives, 
minority voices, and radical (or even liberal) political discussion have 
declined.3

Protecting a democratic society from the threat of concentrated media 
ownership is by no means a new topic. As early as 1927, broadcast regu-
lations were introduced to protect what became known in media law as 
“localism.” In the media industry the term has a different meaning from 
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its use in this book. Media “localism” is the legal doctrine that protects 
news content and programming that serve the needs of local communi-
ties. As the localism doctrine developed, the law mandated that broad-
cast studios be located in the geographical communities that they served 
and that they provide some programming that contains local content, 
such as local news. Because of the focus on local programming content 
and service, the idea of “localism” in media policy and law tended to 
sidestep the more controversial issue of local ownership. However, the 
issue of local ownership was not completely lost, and consequently there 
is some overlap between the doctrine of media localism and more general 
localist politics in the United States. For example, until 1984 regulatory 
policy followed the “rule of sevens”: a corporation could own no more 
than seven television stations, seven AM radio stations, and seven FM 
stations. By 1994, the rule had been relaxed to a limit of 12 television 
stations and 20 radio stations. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 
lifted the limit on stations and allowed a single company to reach up to 
35 percent of the national television market. For broadcast radio the 
changes caused a dramatic centralization of programming controlled by 
megacorporations such as Clear Channel. As a result, ownership issues 
became more prominent in discussions of media localism. In 2004, a 
Federal Communications Commission report on ownership and local 
coverage found that locally owned television stations added fi ve minutes 
more local news coverage than similar news owned by networks or 
nonlocal corporate entities. Because of the importance of local news for 
a functioning local democracy, the issue of local ownership of the media 
has become an increasingly visible part of the longstanding discussions 
of media localism.4

In this chapter I will focus on a meaning of localism in the media that 
is consistent with the way the term is used throughout the book: locally 
owned and independent media. I will fi rst look at the history of media-
reform efforts in the United States by returning to the controversies of 
the 1920s and the 1930s, when commercial media became a target of 
concern analogous to those voiced against the chain stores of the era. 
After reviewing the background of media-reform efforts, I will look at 
three types of independent media: alternative national media that have 
a political agenda consistent with the localist movement, independent 
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community media, and Internet-based news developed by small organi-
zations outside the orbit of the media conglomerates. Finally, I will 
examine how media ownership and consolidation may affect coverage 
of the “buy local” movement.

Historical Background

The fi rst major media-reform movement in the United States during the 
twentieth century confronted a rising tide of commercialism in the news-
paper industry. During the late nineteenth century, reformers responded 
to the increasing business orientation of the media by forming their own 
media, and the groups also joined forces to form the National Reform 
Press Association. However, the sensationalistic stories of the commer-
cial media brought about increased circulation and advertising revenues, 
and the alternative media were displaced. Ongoing reform efforts steered 
clear of the issue of press ownership, but they did achieve the passage 
of the Newspaper Publicity Act of 1912, which required the news media 
to list owners and to distinguish paid advertising from news. The main-
stream press held off additional reforms by wrapping itself in the fl ag of 
the First Amendment and developing professional standards for journal-
istic objectivity.5

As with print media, the issue of commercialism was central for reform 
efforts in the electronic media during the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century. In the late 1920s labor, educational, and religious organizations 
formed a coalition to protest the commercialization of radio that was 
encouraged by the Radio Act of 1927. Had the organizations been suc-
cessful, they might have achieved a moratorium on the development of 
commercial radio. As with the newspaper reformers, the coalition was 
no match for the commercial radio industry, which not only had superior 
fi nancial resources but also offered programming that was often more 
popular with listeners. As a result, by the mid 1930s the reform coalition 
was in disarray, and the number of noncommercial radio stations had 
dropped to under 40, in contrast with about 130 in 1925. The Commu-
nications Act of 1934 represented an additional victory for commercial 
radio, but it also set the stage for some policy protections in favor of 
media diversity and locally oriented programming.6
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After the defeat of the reform efforts, commercial radio absorbed and 
transformed the opposition movement by developing a doctrine of co-
operation with educational media. Commercial radio stations provided 
limited funding and air time for educational programming, and educa-
tional broadcasting slowly regrouped. However, it was not until the late 
1950s, when post-Sputnik concerns with science education mounted, 
that advocates of noncommercial programming found another political 
opportunity. Government funding began in 1962, and, following rapidly 
on the heels of a Carnegie Foundation report in 1967, the federal govern-
ment created the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and, a few years 
later, National Public Radio. Although public broadcasting was specifi -
cally defi ned as non-instructional, in many ways it was heir to the edu-
cational broadcasting and noncommercial radio of the 1920s and the 
1930s. The development of public television and radio during the 1960s 
was a response to ongoing concern with the limitations of the commer-
cial model of broadcast media, and it also responded to calls for pro-
gramming diversity that had emerged from the civil rights movement. 
By providing limited government funding for the noncommercial model, 
support for public broadcasting also defl ected attention from any efforts 
to place restrictions on commercial media.7

Because public broadcasting lacked an endowment and independent 
revenue sources, from its inception it was hostage to Congressional and 
presidential scrutiny for stories that were considered politically sensitive. 
For example, after a critical public radio report on banking and the poor, 
President Richard Nixon vetoed funding. Given the high partisan scru-
tiny and the need for continued government funding, public radio and 
television in the United States have tended to avoid airing positions from 
either the far right or the far left. Instead, the model has been one of a 
mainstream political debate, as occurs during the PBS News Hour, with 
almost no air time given to radical criticisms in either the socialist or com-
munalist tradition. Since the 1980s public subsidies have been reduced, 
and public broadcasting has sought increased corporate sponsorship, 
underwriting of specifi c programs, and quasi-advertising. In the eyes of 
some critics, public broadcasting has become merely highbrow commer-
cial media. To the extent that one can identify oppositional action in this 
industrial fi eld that is continuous with the anti-commercialization 
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politics of the late 1920s, it is the continued mobilization in defense of 
the autonomy of public broadcasting. For example, in 1999 media-
reform advocates formed Citizens for Independent Public Broadcasting, 
an organization dedicated to forming a public trust for public broadcast-
ing to reverse the commercialization process. Likewise, in 2005 activists 
opposed the censorship of liberal public broadcasting journalists such as 
Bill Moyers.8

In 2002 a new wave of media reform coalesced around Free Press, a 
nonprofi t organization that networked half a million activists concerned 
with media bias, violence, concentration of ownership, and net neutral-
ity. Especially relevant from the perspective of localism, Free Press has 
advocated stronger anti-trust regulations that would limit media consoli-
dation. The organization also advocated support for “public media,” a 
term that includes not only public radio and television but also commu-
nity radio, local low-power FM, public access cable television, indepen-
dent publications, community Internet, and other forms of media that 
serve a broad public benefi t rather than shareholder profi ts. Free Press 
also supported the “Stop Big Media” campaign, which marshaled oppo-
sition to changes in Federal Communications Commission policy that 
have favored corporate consolidation of the media and have undermined 
longstanding policies of media localism. The campaign advocated a 
range of policy reforms, including increased “local control” of the media. 
As a result, localism has now become an important component of the 
new wave of media-reform action.9

If the history of the earlier media-reform movements is any guide to 
the future, then the current wave of opposition movements will face a 
diffi cult battle to reverse the consolidation of corporate ownership in the 
media industry. To the extent that media reform has become increasingly 
focused on the question of concentration and ownership, reformers face 
the delicate problem of building public support by getting sympathetic 
media coverage from commercial media organizations, which in turn 
have little interest in reporting their proposals. Reformers may utilize the 
Internet and alternative media, and they may play print media against 
electronic media, but in general they face a severe problem in getting 
their message heard. Furthermore, elected political offi cials are afraid to 
antagonize a consolidated, corporatized media industry that holds direct 
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sway over opinion formation and voter preferences. The movement will 
require a long, steady strategy of building grassroots support and culti-
vating independent, noncorporate news sources.

Alternative National Media

The opposition movements outlined in the previous section have co-
existed with parallel reform efforts that have focused on building alter-
native, noncommercial media that are independently owned and are 
politically opposed to increased corporate control of the economy. Two 
primary examples are alternative media with a national scope and com-
munity media. I use the term “alternative” here to refer to a range of 
political positions from the liberal to the radical to the localist, a diverse 
body of viewpoints that is generally united by its opposition to neolib-
eralism, corporate control of politics, and militarism.

In this section, I focus on the national, independent, alternative media 
because they are among the few venues among the national media where 
there is consistent discussion of issues such as corporate ownership of 
the media, the value of media localism, the effects of globalization, and 
alternative forms of economic ownership. I am less concerned here with 
exploring the politics of such publications than the problems that have 
emerged with independent ownership for a media organization that 
intends to have a national audience and to develop content that chal-
lenges the power of large publicly traded corporations. To explore the 
issue, I will focus fi rst on the national press publications, then discuss 
briefl y some of the problems that have emerged with similar ventures in 
radio and television.

The alternative national press includes noncommercial publications 
that have survived from previous generations of political reform move-
ments, such as The Nation and The Progressive; the post-1960s political 
and cultural magazines In These Times, Mother Jones (successor to 
Ramparts), Ms., and Z; environmental magazines such as E: The Envi-
ronmental Magazine; and pro-localist magazines such as Yes! In contrast 
with the noncommercial right-wing press, large corporate advertisers and 
economic elites have tended to shun the liberal, radical, and localist press 
because of its anti-corporate message. In some cases, wealthy individuals 
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have stepped in to fi ll the void—there was for a time a “rich kids” 
network of wealthy heirs who came of age during the 1960s and sup-
ported some of the liberal and left national press organs—but their 
resources were limited and were best used to get new projects off the 
ground rather than provide ongoing support for unprofi table 
enterprises.10

Although some nonprofi t organizations have been able to fund sophis-
ticated magazine-like newsletters based largely on membership dues and 
donations, when magazines attempt to achieve high levels of circulation 
and to compete in commercial markets, they generally need to adopt a 
commercial model that is based on revenue from advertising. In most 
magazines about 90 percent of the revenue is from advertising, and only 
about 10 percent comes from subscriptions. However, access to main-
stream corporate advertising not only is limited but can also be intention-
ally withdrawn. For example, Mother Jones, a liberal-socialist American 
magazine for which I worked directly and indirectly in the late 1970s, 
ran into fi nancial problems as a result of its high-profi le exposés. The 
investigative journalist Mark Dowie broke the national story on the Ford 
Pinto, a passenger car with a defect in the bolts near the gasoline tank 
that caused explosions in accidents when the vehicles were hit from 
behind. The magazine also published a highly acclaimed article on 
smoking and nicotine addiction. Those and other stories led to a with-
drawal of advertising not only from specifi c fi rms but entire industries, 
a process that those of us who worked at the magazine at the time 
referred to as “the boycott by Madison Avenue.” Automobile and ciga-
rette fi rms pulled their advertising, and the liquor industry—the third of 
the triad of big advertisers at the time—followed on their heels. More 
generally, even if a magazine does not face an advertising blockade from 
large corporations, it can be driven out of business by litigation from 
companies that have been the target of investigative stories. Furthermore, 
the general lack of advertising revenue from more conventional corpo-
rate sources left many of the alternative national magazines with an 
inverted revenue structure; in other words, they earned the bulk of their 
revenue from subscriptions. As the green economy developed in subse-
quent decades, some of the magazines were able to capture advertising 
revenue from the natural foods and health products industry, consumer 
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electronics manufacturers, and socially responsible investment fi rms. 
However, even with the growth of advertising from the new sources, the 
inability to capture advertising revenues from mainstream consumer 
products fi rms severely restricted the ability of the national alternative 
magazines to scale up and shift to a commercial model in which the bulk 
of revenue is based on advertising.11

The inversion of revenue sources from advertising to subscriptions 
drove many of the alternative national magazines to nonprofi t status. 
This transformation is important because it appears in other media 
industries, and nonprofi t organizational status may end up being the 
most economically feasible organizational form for local independent 
ownership in the media industry. Most of the major alternative national 
magazines in the United States that have survived for any length of time 
have published under the umbrella of nonprofi t organizations. The use 
of nonprofi t organizational status is legally complicated and, as I learned 
when consulting for several of the magazines when President Ronald 
Reagan came to offi ce, subject to tax audits during periods of hostile 
presidential administrations. However, nonprofi t status is widespread 
among literary, academic, and political publishing companies, and the 
nonprofi t model can be successful if carefully developed, as the publica-
tion of larger magazines such as Mother Jones and Ms. indicates. Non-
profi t organizational status also provides the opportunity to build up 
endowments and to encourage direct donations from wealthy supporters. 
The educational functions of 501(c)(3) organizations also create oppor-
tunities for training a new generation of journalists and generating 
content at a relatively low cost. Although this model fi rst appeared in 
the alternative magazine industry, by 2008 it was beginning to appear 
as well in the local newspaper industry, where the commercial model 
had dominated. With the growth of the Internet and the decline of 
advertising revenue that print publications faced, there was a new trend 
toward the growth of nonprofi t local electronic newspapers.12

Although the nonprofi t model is clearly important for the maintenance 
of alternative print media, the model has some shortcomings. Perhaps the 
most signifi cant is the tradeoff between board and staff control that often 
occurs. One or more large donors may share the organization’s political 
vision but also exercise substantial control over a group of board members. 
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Even in the absence of a single deep-pockets donor, when a publication 
develops a board that is based on securing organizational fi nances rather 
than representing the staff, a shift occurs in the governance of the organi-
zation. Organizations with democratic governance and staff members 
who work either for below-market wages or on a volunteer basis will tend 
to develop confl icts between the staff and the board or between staff and 
administrators who represent the board.13

Similar issues can be found in history of Pacifi ca Radio, which is the 
only national liberal-radical radio network in the United States. Oper-
ated by the Pacifi ca Foundation, a nonprofi t organization, the network 
emerged out of the peace movement of the 1930s and the 1940s. It 
eventually grew from its San Francisco Bay Area beginnings to include 
more than 100 affi liate stations in the United States and Canada. The 
organization’s history is punctuated by crises that provide some insight 
into the diffi culties of developing and sustaining alternative broadcast 
media in the United States during the twentieth century. One of the most 
severe crises occurred after the New York station aired an exposé in 
1962 by a former agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Govern-
ment repression followed rapidly and included Red-baiting, threatening 
not to renew licenses, and requiring station members to take loyalty 
oaths. Although the repression largely backfi red on the federal govern-
ment, it divided the radio network, led to the resignation and fi ring of 
important staff members, and resulted in a strike. A second major con-
fl ict occurred a decade later, when attempts to increase programming for 
minority communities in New York and the San Francisco Bay area led 
to another series of pitched battles between the staff and the board. A 
third major confl ict began in the late 1990s, when the central board 
attempted to institute greater control and diversity of programming at 
two of the radio stations. Although the board eventually lost the confl ict, 
the organization was saddled with a substantial debt, and public access 
to core programs such as Amy Goodman’s “Democracy Now!” (also a 
nonprofi t organization) was lost temporarily.14

In television, there is no alternative national broadcast network com-
parable to Pacifi ca. Until the development of cable and satellite television 
in the 1980s and the 1990s, the prospect of creating an alternative televi-
sion “network” was prohibitively expensive. After more than 10 years 
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of work in cable and other television venues, in 2000 Free Speech TV 
became the fi rst 24-hour alternative television network available by satel-
lite TV. By 2003 the nonprofi t organization’s programs reached 11 
million homes and 70 public access cable stations. In 1999 broadcasting 
also became available through satellites for the organization that became 
Link TV, and by 2008 it had reached 29 million homes with documen-
taries, foreign news, and other sources of information not usually avail-
able on television. Another organization, OneWorld TV, provides 
web-based video news and features based on the affi liates of OneWorld.
net, an umbrella organization that links together groups dedicated to 
using “people’s media” in the interests of social justice. All three sources 
of television and video are nonprofi t organizations.15

Too little information is currently available, and too little time has 
passed, to examine patterns of development and transformation for the 
alternative television projects. The general lesson for the broader study 
of localism is that most of the alternative media with a national audience 
have been established as nonprofi t organizations. Having a nonprofi t 
status not only gives the organization the fi nancial room to develop a 
noncommercial revenue model but also protects the organization from 
acquisition by commercial media conglomerates. However, the addition 
of large donors to the board of directors can lead to professionalization 
and the adoption of more businesslike procedures, which in turn may 
affect staff morale, organizational structure, and even news and feature 
content. The history of alternative media suggests a general lesson for 
all activists who wish to use the nonprofi t model as a vehicle for their 
organizations: a deep problem of the nonprofi t model of independent 
media ownership is that confl icts tend to develop between a movement-
oriented staff and a professionalizing board.

Community Media

Consideration of independent, locally owned, and locally-oriented media 
raises some interesting questions. Many communities are conservative 
politically, and one would expect that an increase in local ownership of 
the media, especially if the ownership were concentrated among local 
elites, would lead to more conservative political content. In this section 
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I will focus on one segment of independent, locally owned, and locally 
oriented media: those that tend to be supportive of the localist message 
of concern with the corporate domination of the economy and the need 
for renewed local ownership. The term “community media” will be used 
to refer to this segment of locally owned, independent, locally oriented 
media, including alternative newsweeklies, community radio, micro-
broadcasting, minority-owned radio, and public access television.

The history of community media has some signifi cant differences from 
that of the alternative national media, among which is the higher promi-
nence of for-profi t enterprises in the newspaper industry. During the 
1960s social movement activists established a wave of underground 
newspapers, largely as an expression of dissatisfaction with coverage in 
the mainstream media of the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, 
and the counterculture. In 1967 fi ve newspapers formed the Under-
ground Press Syndicate, and the organization soon grew to include other 
newspapers. Although some of the underground newspapers began as 
purely voluntary, noncommercial ventures, the weeklies that survived 
adopted a commercial, for-profi t framework with revenue generated 
from advertising. The primary source of advertising revenue was the 
small local-business sector that was serving the baby boomer demo-
graphic group. For restaurants, theaters, clothing boutiques, and other 
locally owned independent retail and service businesses, the newspapers 
served as inexpensive and targeted vehicles to reach a valued segment of 
the local market. In my experience of reading dozens of such newspapers 
over the decades, the otherwise critical eyes of the alternative weeklies 
tended to look through fairly rosy lenses when covering local indepen-
dent businesses, a proposition that I will examine more systematically 
later in this chapter. Instead, the alternative weeklies directed their inves-
tigative energies and exposés toward big media (including the regional 
dailies), local political machines, and large corporations.16

The alternative weeklies brought about several important changes in 
the conventions of journalism. They engaged in journalistic experimenta-
tion such as longer feature stories, in-depth labor coverage, coverage of 
alternative music and arts scenes, sex and romance advice, discussions 
of recreational drug use, and highly critical investigative stories about 
local governments and corporations. The weeklies also offered greater 



Localism and the Media  197

opportunities for amateur and part-time writers than the mainstream 
press, and in some cases careers launched in the alternative weeklies later 
transitioned into the mainstream press, which were infl uenced by the 
topics and styles of the alternative weeklies. In addition, many of the 
alternative weeklies were completely free; that is, they did not seek rev-
enues from home delivery subscriptions or newsstand sales.

In 1978 owners of a group of alternative weeklies formed the Associa-
tion of Alternative Weeklies, and by 2008 the association had about 130 
members and a readership of more than 25 million. As circulations grew 
and owners aged, the organizations underwent changes. They retained 
their alternative fl avor, but revenue increasingly came from the cigarette 
and the sex industries, which were especially interested in reaching 
the youthful demographics represented by the papers. During the 1990s 
the alternative weeklies also underwent some consolidation, but mostly 
through the development of chains that grew up from within the indus-
try. The Village Voice, which managed to be both a locally oriented and 
a national alternative newspaper, built up one of the two alternative 
newspaper chains. Its chain tended to be more decentralized and more 
to the political left than the Arizona-based New Times chain, which some 
have claimed has signifi cantly weakened the critical political content of 
alternative weeklies that it acquired, such as the LA Weekly. In other 
cases, small chains of alternative weeklies were purchased by larger cor-
porate entities, such as the purchase of Alternative Media, Inc., by Times 
Shamrock.17

The professionalization that occurred after acquisition resulted in 
changes of form and content of coverage, and the innovations in both 
journalistic style and organizational structure have, in some cases, given 
way to patterns that are more in alignment with the mainstream news-
paper industry. For example, staff members at the East Bay Express 
reported that after acquisition the policy of editorial openness to amateur 
writers, which allowed non-editorial staff to contribute some writing and 
feel much more a part of the paper, was lost; the idiosyncratic feature 
stories of 6,000–12,000 words on the daily lives of the working-class 
people were cut down; and investigative stories were limited. The com-
plaints provide some details on the kinds of changes that can accompany 
corporate acquisition of the alternative weeklies.18
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At an extreme the evolution of the alternative weekly began to approx-
imate the weekly entertainment guide that many daily newspapers issue 
in direct competition with the weeklies. The daily newspapers also 
showed increasing interest in acquiring the alternative weeklies. In 2000 
a task force of the Gannett chain, the largest newspaper chain in the 
United States, targeted weeklies as a way to reach the elusive 25–34-year-
old readers. The goal was problematic, because the demographics of the 
alternative weeklies were fl oating upward as the Baby Boom generation 
aged. By 2002 the average reader’s age had risen to 46, and the weeklies 
were struggling with the same issue of reaching the younger cohort. As 
the chains entered the market with their weekly entertainment guides, 
there was additional fi ltering out of critical political content that was 
parallel to some of the changes that the alternative weeklies faced after 
acquisition.19

The consolidation process that has occurred with local alternative 
newspapers has a parallel in the history for community and minority 
radio stations. As noted above, radio became somewhat more localized 
during the 1950s, when network programming migrated to television. 
Furthermore, in the wake of the 1960s social movements, the number 
of community radio stations grew from a half-dozen licensed stations in 
the early 1970s to more than 170 stations in the mid 1990s. Often led 
by volunteers, the smallest community radio stations had precarious 
fi nancing that made them especially vulnerable to elimination. In the 
early 1990s the umbrella organization, the National Federation of Com-
munity Broadcasters, began pushing stations toward the goals of increased 
audience share, paid hosts, and greater homogeneity of programming. 
The Corporation for Public Broadcasting funded the “Healthy Station 
Project,” which encouraged stations to accept greater national program-
ming from public radio. The public corporation also developed a list of 
stations targeted for defunding because of their small audience size and 
independent programming. Pressure to increase listening audiences by 
reducing local content in favor of syndicated content continued for local 
stations that were affi liated with National Public Radio, and in 1996 the 
divisions became explicit when the grassroots stations held the fi rst 
Grassroots Radio Conference as an alternative to the National Federa-
tion of Community Broadcasters.20
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In addition to supporting licensed community radio, the Grassroots 
Radio Conference also supported microbroadcasting, or low-power FM 
broadcasting that generally can only reach a neighborhood or small city. 
Streaming over the Internet was another, legal option for small broad-
casters, but in the 1990s the potential audience, especially among the 
urban poor, still tended to use broadcast radio. Consequently, even 
though microbroadcasting was often on legally contested grounds, it 
remained central to the grassroots forms of locally owned community 
radio. Again, public radio was not supportive. During the 1980s the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the National Federation of 
Community Broadcasters requested that the Federal Communications 
Commission limit low-power noncommercial FM broadcasting on 
grounds of “spectrum scarcity.” In the wake of federal regulations that 
made low-power community stations illegal, a microbroadcasting 
movement sprang up and engaged in legal battles with the Federal 
Communications Commission over the constitutionality of the agency’s 
suppression of the “pirate” stations as a form of free speech. After a 
decade of struggle, in 2000 the Federal Communications Commission 
created a low-power FM service that began licensing noncommercial, 
low-power stations (10–100 watts) throughout the FM band. National 
Public Radio and the National Association of Broadcasters (the com-
mercial broadcasters’ trade association) lobbied Congress, and later that 
year Congress passed a rider to an appropriations bill that changed the 
technical requirements from the FCC’s two-band buffer to a three-band 
buffer. In effect, the requirement of a larger buffer ended up restricting 
low-power FM mostly to rural stations. The new regulations ended up 
not legalizing microbroadcasting but instead splitting the movement 
between those who sought legal recognition and those who believed that 
low-power FM was constitutionally protected free speech that did not 
require licensing.21

Although community radio and microbroadcasting often included pro-
gramming oriented toward ethnic minority communities, minority-owned 
radio represents a third category of locally oriented programming. After 
court rulings and activism over content diversity during the 1970s, the 
Federal Communications Commission developed preference policies for 
ethnic minority ownership via the licensing process. Although the changes 
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were helpful, minority radio stations faced discriminatory practices by 
advertisers. Furthermore, changes in the Commission’s policies after 
1984 discouraged minority ownership, and the rapid consolidation of 
the radio industry after the 1996 telecommunications reforms had an 
additional negative effect on minority ownership. Total market share of 
stations owned by ethnic minority groups during the 1990s was below 
4 percent of all stations, a fi gure that can be compared with about 12 
percent minority participation in print and electronic newsrooms or with 
30 percent of the population that is represented by African-Americans, 
Latinos, Asian-Americans, and Native Americans. Consolidation of 
ownership has also been shown to be related to a decline in the diversity 
of programming, and blame for the decline of local, minority news cover-
age has been directed not only at a radio conglomerate but at the African-
America network Radio One.22

At a local level, television has opened up somewhat to independent, 
local programming and control through government-mandated public 
access channels. Public, educational, and government (PEG) channels are 
supported by funding from city franchise agreements with cable televi-
sion fi rms. The community-based stations air content generated by com-
munity groups, individual volunteers, educational institutions, government 
agencies, hospitals, and other nonprofi t or civil-society organizations. 
Because cable companies tended to resist support for PEG channels, and 
local party politics sometimes weakened attempts to present a united 
front to the cable companies, negotiations to develop new PEG channels 
have sometimes failed. Still, the number of public access stations has 
grown, as has funding from the private foundations, governments, and 
telecommunications fi rms. Programming appears to have remained 
largely under local control, and there was not yet signifi cant interest 
from commercial television in capturing this still small portion of the 
market.23

In summary: The history of locally owned community-oriented media 
for print, radio, and television suggests the diffi culty of maintaining long-
term local ownership in the context of industrial consolidation. The 
for-profi t model of the alternative weeklies was subject to high levels of 
consolidation, and the changes in ownership affected the content of the 
publications. However, even nonprofi t and voluntary community radio 
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stations were not immune from consolidation pressures, because some 
were absorbed by the National Public Radio system, which tended to 
replace community-based programming with syndicated content. The 
incorporation process into corporate media chains or national public 
radio is less evident in microbroadcasting and public-access community 
television, probably because the audience size is still negligible. The 
examples of community media suggest again that the nonprofi t model 
may be essential for success and longevity, especially in broadcast media, 
but even nonprofi t status cannot serve as a complete buffer against large 
national media corporations.

Lessons for the Internet

The Internet promised to democratize information by providing a new 
type of media that was decentralized and interactive. Much as had 
occurred with radio during the 1920s and the 1930s, during the 1990s 
the commercialization of the Internet displaced the fi rst, noncommercial 
wave of pioneers. Unlike the history of radio, the noncommercial sites 
remained available for public consumption rather than being swept 
away. The process is similar to the consolidation of print media, in which 
alternatives have survived but with smaller circulations and limited polit-
ical infl uence.

In its early days the Internet provided a fertile ground for local, non-
commercial, voluntary experiments known as community networks, 
community informatics, and community computing. The fi rst develop-
ment, the San Francisco Bay Area Community Memory Project of the 
1970s, was an outgrowth of 1960s social movements, whereas the Free 
Nets of the 1980s and the early 1990s focused more on free access, 
especially for low-income users. As costs of access dropped and private 
fi rms took over service provisioning, the community networks developed 
into public access centers, large websites, or a combination of both that 
provided information on various aspects of a city or region. In order to 
attract users, the sites had to be dynamic and to have constantly changing 
content. As a result, the informal voluntary networks ran into increasing 
competition from three kinds of sites: those run by the local media and 
non-governmental organizations; those with a local orientation that were 
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run by major corporations, such as the America Online Digital Cities 
sites; and those sponsored by city and regional governments. By the fi rst 
decade of the twenty-fi rst century even well-known models such as the 
Seattle Community Network faced an uncertain future, and advocates 
of community networks increasingly called on local governments for 
support for this new form of public space. One option has been to estab-
lish the community network as a nonprofi t organization or to set up a 
foundation for support of the project; however, as in the case of other 
nonprofi t media organizations, the option has led to confl icts between 
volunteers and board members.24

The political potential of the role of the Internet to provide an alterna-
tive source of news information, particularly news that has been blocked 
or underreported in the mainstream media, has become increasingly 
evident. One example is the Indymedia or Independent Media Centers 
(IMC) movement, which began as a website for media activists during 
the 1999 Seattle demonstrations against the World Trade Organization 
and attracted more than 500,000 viewers per hour at its peak. Within a 
few years the Indymedia movement had quickly grown into an interna-
tional movement with about 100 local groups around the world. The 
basic premise of the organization is that anyone can publish a news story, 
and accuracy judgments are left up to the reader and other writers. The 
premise is combined with the anti-globalization stance of most of the 
writers, and in practice the editorial groups of local Indymedia groups 
exercise some control over content. The Indymedia movement has the 
advantage of relatively low costs in comparison with print media, but 
Internet-based publishing is hardly immune from cost pressures that arise 
when increases in traffi c require higher bandwidth. So far the Indymedia 
movement has survived based on the volunteer work of a committed core 
of activists, but it has been less successful at developing network-level 
planning and coordination. The movement also has a long-term problem 
similar to that faced by Pacifi ca and community radio stations: adjusting 
the core activist group, which is largely white and male, to ethnic and 
other changes in the community’s diversity. As with community radio, 
IMCs also face the problem of balancing the need for editorial quality 
with a goal of editorial openness. One would expect that as the scale of 
traffi c and news increases, voluntary and charismatic efforts would 
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undergo routinization through the formation of formal nonprofi t orga-
nizations, and subsequently board and staff confl icts that occupied other 
alternative media would emerge. The transition to a formal organization 
has occurred in some centers, such as the one in Urbana-Champaign, 
which is also the fi rst IMC to gain formal nonprofi t status.25

Perhaps the greatest potential for independent media is the prolifera-
tion of news oriented websites, blogs, podcasts, videocasts, and social 
networking sites. As of 2005 a few blogs topped 100,000 hits per day; 
in other words, their daily “circulation” reached the scale of the national 
alternative magazines, and their infl uence on national political events 
was widely recognized. However, before becoming too celebratory of the 
potential of the Internet to undo a century of media consolidation, a few 
limitations with respect to the localist potential should be listed. Most 
of the “independent” media sites on the Internet are topically narrow 
and geographically broad, rather than localist in the sense of providing 
information on local communities or the localist movement. Further-
more, many of the sites with the highest number of downloads have a 
commercial component based on advertising or other forms of business 
sponsorship. The commercial model opens this form of communication 
to the same processes of consolidation and content selection that occurred 
elsewhere in the history of the media. Another caveat is that as the 
Internet makes the transition from the silent era to the talkies, the loss 
of net neutrality could set up a two-tiered system that further marginal-
izes independent news and information sources.26

Media Coverage of Localism

Because the message of building support for locally owned independent 
enterprises could be threatening to corporate-owned media, one might 
expect that corporate media would be sources of negative press coverage 
of localism, whereas the alternative national media, community media, 
and independent, Internet-based news sources would offer more positive 
coverage of localism.

A possible example of such divergence is coverage of the 2005 “Buy 
Local Philly” campaign run by the Sustainable Business Network of 
Greater Philadelphia. As the campaign got underway, the Philadelphia 
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Inquirer published a critical article by the business columnist Andrew 
Cassel, who claimed that buying from locally owned independent busi-
nesses was not different from buying from “Christians” or “white 
people.” The “buy local” campaign had cited the local economic impact 
research, but Cassel called the claims bogus. His article received numer-
ous replies on local websites and blogs, letters to the editor, and a rebut-
tal published in the alternative newsweekly the Philadelphia City Paper. 
In the latter media venue, the columnist Bruce Schimmel defended the 
localist campaign; in a second column he accused Cassel of “mouthing 
the pieties of the megacorps that succor him” (Schimmel 2005b). 
Although controversy is not always the most desirable form of publicity, 
the debate ended up publicizing the campaign, which was generally 
viewed as a success. Leanne Krueger-Braneky, the director of the Sustain-
able Business Network of Greater Philadelphia, noted:

The Cassel piece proved to create some good publicity for the campaign. My 
response was printed in the Philadelphia Inquirer, and there was a letter from 
Judy Wicks that was also printed in the Inquirer. Cassel went on to write a 
second column, Bruce Schimmel wrote a second column, and we ended up having 
eight major media hits during the campaign. We talked to consumers about how 
they had heard about the campaign and if it impacted their behavior in any way, 
and we found that the majority of people whose behavior was impacted by the 
campaign were following the debate closely.27

To what extent can the media exchange be viewed through the lens 
of corporate versus local ownership of the media? At the time the 
Philadelphia Inquirer was owned by the Knight-Ridder chain, and the 
Philadelphia City Paper was owned by Metroweek Corp., a privately 
held, Philadelphia-based publishing company that also owns other news-
papers. The author of the pro-local column, Bruce Schimmel, was the 
founding publisher of the Philadelphia City Paper. He had sold the 
alternative weekly to the Metroweek in 1996, and one can assume that 
what he wrote probably refl ects his own experience as an independent 
businessman in Philadelphia. The chairman of the parent organization 
Metroweek, Milton L. Rock, is the founding chair of the American 
Alliance of Family Businesses. Although neither of the two newspapers 
involved in the controversy was locally owned and independent, the 
Philadelphia City Paper was an alternative free newsweekly whose cor-
porate owner was local and concerned with family businesses. More to 
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the point, the author of the article was the former owner of the paper 
when it was locally owned and independent.28

There is a suggestion of a similar pattern in reporting on the organiza-
tion in the region where I live, Capital District Local First. The local 
alternative newsweekly, Metroland, ran a very positive story on the 
organization’s kickoff event, which featured an appearance by Michael 
Shuman. The Daily Gazette, another independent newspaper, ran a posi-
tive article on the organization, whereas an article in the Hearst Corpo-
ration’s Albany Times-Union was somewhat more critical. Perhaps only 
in the interest of journalistic balance, the Times-Union article mentioned 
a counter-localist group in Austin called “Make Austin Weird,” which 
was said to view localism as protectionism. Although the coverage in the 
large corporate newspaper was not especially negative, it provided space 
for an unfounded negative argument, whereas the coverage in the locally 
owned independent newspapers did not.29

In an attempt to assess the question of the extent to which local own-
ership of the media affects coverage of localism, I read a sample of 100 
newspaper and magazine articles from an electronic database using the 
search phrase “buy local.” The sample was mostly American newspa-
pers, but it included some newspapers and magazines from other English-
speaking countries. In general either the journalists described “buy local” 
events in neutral terms, or they repeated arguments and offered quota-
tions from localist advocates. Of the 100 articles, only two could be 
classifi ed as providing negative coverage of localism.30

One of the two negative articles was an editorial in the Wisconsin State 
Journal criticizing a plan by the mayor of Madison to encourage more 
government purchases from local businesses, a policy that had been sup-
ported by local fi rst advocates in that city. The article called the measure 
protectionist, suggested that the mayor was pandering to the city’s 
“liberal constituency,” claimed that the program would increase red 
tape, and predicted that the program would lead to retaliatory measures 
from other cities. In turn, Madison’s Capital Times replied with an edito-
rial that supported the local purchasing policy and encouraged consum-
ers to spend more of their holiday money at local businesses.31

The rivalry between the two newspapers dates back to when an editor 
resigned from the Wisconsin State Journal on account of its lack of 
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support for Progressive Senator Robert LaFollette during World War I. 
Nearly a century later, the two newspapers retained their longstanding 
political rivalry, and here the liberal newspaper took up the banner of 
localism. Both newspapers were jointly owned by the Capital News-
papers, a Wisconsin-based chain of regional newspapers, and Lee 
Enterprises, an Iowa-based chain with dozens of mid-sized newspapers. 
However, the corporate ownership was probably a less important factor 
than the longstanding conservative-versus-liberal political rivalry between 
the newspapers and writers. In April 2008 the historical rivalry took a 
new turn when the liberal afternoon paper, the Capital Times, ceased 
daily print publication and migrated to the Internet.32

The other negative article in the sample (“Is Buying Local Always 
Best?”) appeared in the Christian Science Monitor, which is known for 
its independent reporting. The article quoted John Clark, a World Bank 
development specialist and author of Worlds Apart: The Battle for 
Ethical Globalization, who expressed concern about the negative effects 
that anti-sweatshop boycotts have on jobs in developing countries. It 
also quoted Roy Jacobowitz of Acción International, a Boston-based 
microenterprise organization, as calling “buy local” campaigns “isola-
tionist.” The Monitor article also discussed the food-miles controversy 
and quoted Clark as claiming that growing bananas in a hothouse in a 
northern country would waste energy. However, it also quoted pro-local 
advocates, and its overall tone was one of balanced reporting of a con-
troversy rather than slanted anti-localist message.33

A database search for other examples of coverage of localism in the 
nonlocal, national media in 2005, 2006, and the fi rst half of 2007 ended 
with mixed results. Some of the coverage was positive, and some venues, 
such as the New York Times, provided consistently positive coverage of 
localism. The New York Times was still an independent media organiza-
tion, although it was publicly traded and had a complex, two-tiered 
ownership scheme. The Public Broadcasting System carried a positive 
story on farm-to-cafeteria programs, National Public Radio ran a story 
about the value of “Eating Local, Thinking Global,” and ABC discussed 
the strategy of buying locally in a story on reducing one’s carbon 
footprint.34
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Although much of the coverage in the national, corporate press was 
relatively positive, there was a cluster of negative articles. One example 
was “In Praise of Chain Stores,” published in the Atlantic Monthly in 
2006. In that article, Virginia Postrel (a libertarian) framed the “buy 
local” movement as a product of “bored cosmopolites” who are con-
cerned that every place in the United States looks the same as everywhere 
else. In rebuttal, Postrel argued that terrain and weather, not stores, 
make places different; chain stores bring down prices and “spread eco-
nomic discovery”; and today’s children will have fond memories of meals 
with their families in food courts, much as an older generation now has 
fond memories of meals in independently owned restaurants. Postrel 
ignored the more serious economic claims and political rationale for 
localism, and it was not clear how much of the article was intended to 
be tongue-in-cheek.35

The British newsmagazine The Economist, read widely in the United 
States and known for its support of neoliberal policies, also published a 
negative article in late 2006. Grouping organic, fair trade, and local 
together, the article found problems with each one. The article raised the 
food-miles argument, specifi cally the dubious research that claimed that 
New Zealand lamb consumed less energy than British lamb even after 
shipping was taken into account. Along the same lines, the authors 
argued that a supermarket-based system might actually reduce total miles 
driven (by requiring the use of fewer large trucks on the producer end, 
and by not requiring consumers to make as many shopping trips as they 
otherwise would have to make). The article also suggested that food 
localism was protectionist and in confl ict with fair trade.36

An example of localism bashing that came to my attention after com-
pleting the review discussed above was a column in Fast Company called 
“Neighborhoodlums: Exploding the Myths, Presumptions, and Preten-
sion of the ‘Buy Local’ Bullies.” The author mentioned a British sit-com 
in which the owners of a small shop ask prospective customers if they 
are local, and the couple ends up murdering a nonlocal customer. The 
author accepts the food-miles argument as the “best defense” but rejects 
the argument that more money recirculates in the community when a 
purchase is made at a local store. Apparently failing to understand the 
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studies, she notes that the employees of chain stores live locally and 
spend their salaries locally. She notes the corporate appropriation of 
localism that is occurring, and she concludes by suggesting that the goal 
behind the “buy local” is “much more about shunning corporate 
behemoths” (Spiers 2008).

Although the portrayal of localism in The Economist and Fast 
Company was quite negative, the leading business magazines have not 
been entirely anti-local. BusinessWeek ran a long story about the “organic 
myth,” but it did not discuss food localism, and in a shorter article on 
locally owned businesses the same magazine noted that independent 
grocery stores have thrived by innovating rapidly and remaining fl exible. 
Likewise, in an article titled “ ‘Small-Marts’ take on Wal-Mart,” a senior 
Fortune writer provided mostly positive coverage of the movement in 
support of locally owned independent businesses, but he ended with 
some critical questions about the weaknesses of localism to provide 
major innovations in manufacturing and “its potential to morph into 
protectionism” (Gunther 2006b).37

Perhaps the paramount indication of the growing awareness of local-
ism was a Time cover that featured a picture of an apple with the head-
line “Forget Organic. Eat Local.” The article began with the consumer’s 
dilemma of choosing between organic and local food, and it noted how 
the Whole Foods chain had begun to feature local food. The author also 
described how Google’s chefs had converted to locally grown food, and 
he took the readers on a trip to his community-supported agriculture 
farm. On the choice between organic and local, the author sided in favor 
of local, a position that would be more grist for the mill of the agrifood 
researchers who argued that localism could be constructed in ways to 
reduce interest in sustainable agriculture.38

To summarize: As of 2008 the localist movement was still very new 
to the media, and the coverage in the national press during the preceding 
years does not suggest that a strongly anti-localist position had yet 
emerged. To be sure, there are enough degrees of freedom to leave room 
for journalistic coverage both for and against localism in both indepen-
dent and corporate-owned media. However, there are signs of emerging 
anti-localist coverage, and I predict that to the extent that the localist 
movement becomes a threat to big-box retailers and other corporate 
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advertisers, coverage will begin to shift. The protectionist and anti-local 
food-miles arguments that have already been appearing will start to 
become more commonplace. Likewise, to the extent that the localist 
movement begins to diminish the stature of nonlocal media in favor of 
locally owned independent media, then coverage might also become 
more negative.

As localism becomes more infl uential and more controversial, we 
might also begin to see the power of locally owned independent sources 
of news and commentary. The potential of such sources is evident in the 
replies to the Economist article, which attracted widespread criticism 
from bloggers and the websites of food-related organizations. In turn, 
their criticisms became the topic of an article in the New York Times, 
which asserted that “The Economist seems to be on more slippery 
ground when it concludes that neither organic nor locally grown food 
helps the environment” (D. Mitchell 2006: C5). The circulation of infor-
mation from a large, mainstream, neoliberal publication through inde-
pendent, Internet-based sources of news and commentary, and then back 
to another large, mainstream, liberal (but independent) publication pro-
vides an example of how Internet-based, independent news and com-
mentary may play an important role in checking anti-localist sentiment 
that is beginning to appear in the corporate media.

Conclusion

The historical analysis presented in this chapter suggests that, among 
alternative national media and community media, locally owned and 
independent organizations that survive over the long term tend to be 
nonprofi t organizations. Whereas localism in the retail industry occurs 
through small businesses, and in the energy and transportation industries 
largely through government organizations and publicly managed utili-
ties, in the media industry formal nonprofi t organizations appear to have 
a much more important place. This conclusion provides more evidence 
in favor of the argument that the analysis of localism should attend to 
its variety across industries, including variety in organizational forms. 
The specifi c organizational shape that localism takes in the media indus-
try suggests the risks of linking an understanding of localism too closely 
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to any particular type of organization, such as the small-business 
organization, the family farm, or the local government agency. Instead, 
organizational diversity may be an important feature in the long-term 
survival and success of localism.

The history of the alternative newsweeklies also suggests certain vul-
nerabilities for localism based on the for-profi t business model, at least 
in the media industry. Because the alternative newsweeklies that survived 
the initial period of volunteer work became set up organizationally as 
for-profi t businesses that adopted a commercial advertising revenue 
model, they were vulnerable to absorption by small corporate chains. 
It would not be surprising to see the small corporate chains eventually 
acquired by larger media conglomerates. In such a situation of media 
consolidation, transition to nonprofi t status can serve as a deterrent to 
acquisition by outside corporations.

However, as the diverse examples indicated, nonprofi t status is not a 
panacea. One problem is that the for-profi t media conglomerates are not 
the only source of consolidation of small, locally owned, independent 
media. National Public Radio, a large nonprofi t organization, has in 
some cases adopted positions that were detrimental to community radio 
and microbroadcasting. Even where external interference is kept at an 
arm’s length, there are trends for nonlocal infl uence over the long term. 
For example, the corporate connections of large-pocket donors who 
fund the nonprofi t organizations can lead to indirect corporate infl uence 
over community media, especially when board structures shift from staff-
based representation to donor-based or expertise-based representation. 
Still, the importance of nonprofi t organizations in community and 
alternative media, and in turn the importance of the media in getting the 
message of localism out beyond a market niche of socially and environ-
mentally conscious consumers, suggests the overall centrality of non-
profi t organizations in building at least this wing of localist pathways 
for change.

My analysis also suggests that by 2007 there were some signs of emerg-
ing anti-localist sentiment in the mainstream press. It would not be sur-
prising that as the “buy local” movement grows from a situation of 100 
independent business associations in the United States to hundreds, and 
as corporate advertisers come to see “buy local” campaigns not as quaint 
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and reactionary oddities but as threats to retail sales growth, then anti-
localist sentiment in the mainstream media would grow and solidify. In 
such a situation, the localist movement would fi nd itself increasingly 
relying on alternative media, either in the form of national nonprofi t 
organizations or local and independent sources of news and commen-
tary. However, given the overall trends toward consolidation of the 
media, both print and electronic, and the potential loss of net neutrality, 
the prospects for vital independent locally controlled media remain 
grim.





8
Policies for an Alternative Economy

By developing public awareness of the benefi ts of supporting locally 
owned independent enterprises, advocates of localism are unlikely to 
bring to fruition the broader goal of building an alternative global 
economy. An overarching strategy is required not only to address the 
undercapitalization of the locally owned sector of the economy but also 
to provide publicly traded corporations with the incentives and oppor-
tunities to be able to solve global problems rather than to create them. 
In this chapter I examine fundamental transitions that could help shift 
the economy of the United States to life within sustainable limits that 
enhance fairness for all citizens. I explore policies that would enable 
locally owned independent organizations to fl ourish as well as open up 
the potential for publicly traded corporations to work with communities 
to make them more just and sustainable. Although there is certainly a 
need for environmental reforms such as carbon taxes, energy reduction 
incentives, and green technology subsidies, in this chapter I tack in a 
different direction by examining the policies that would be necessary to 
move modern capitalist societies to an economy that is adapted to our 
global ecology.

The “long-term” approach to policy adopted here is consistent with 
what Dutch social scientists call “transition theory.” Their body of work 
is already fairly diverse, and it is worth explaining for a moment what 
is most useful for the present purposes. Transition theory involves an 
approach to policy making that adopts a time frame of decades rather 
than one of only a few years, considers multiple social scales of change 
with mutually reinforcing processes of reform, and assumes continuous 
adjustment as stakeholders interact with each other and learn from their 
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policy interventions. Unlike fi ve-year strategic plans or short-term policy 
fi xes, the transition process is open-ended, with feedback loops to provide 
for the evaluation of ongoing innovations. The innovations include tech-
nologies and infrastructures, but they also involve political and regula-
tory systems and the development of entrepreneurial and other innovative 
organizations. The approach of long-term transition-oriented policy 
making is a valuable way of thinking about overwhelming and interlock-
ing global problems such as climate change and poverty, and it draws 
attention to multiple levels of scale, such as niches (micro), regimes 
(meso), and landscapes (macro).1

The long-term and multi-scalar thinking of transition theory is a 
helpful way of getting a handle on complex policy issues, but I build on 
that approach by conceptualizing the issues in a slightly different way. 
Specifi cally, I think of the transitions as involving interlocking fi elds of 
contested policy making that themselves may cross various geographical 
levels of action. In this chapter I examine three policy fi elds in the United 
States that represent crucial points of intervention for building a trans-
formation in economic organization: new ways of capitalizing localism 
that independent business associations could develop in partnership with 
mutual funds and with the support of regulatory changes; changes in 
local, state, and federal government policies that would support the 
growth of locally owned and controlled businesses; and a broader set of 
federal government policy reforms oriented toward changing the gover-
nance framework of the publicly traded corporation. Again, the focus of 
this chapter is on the United States, although a transition in the American 
or even the North American economy would not be meaningful unless 
similar changes were to occur in other countries. The policy discussion 
is based on the premise that outlining a series of interlocking changes in 
fundamental economic institutions could be the basis for enacting such 
changes. However, as I will suggest in the fi nal chapter, my prognosis is 
that the patient is unlikely to adhere to the prescription and that collapse 
is a more likely outcome than transition.2

Financing Localism

As I demonstrated in the preceding chapters, there are many signifi cant 
challenges that the localist movement faces if it is to become a part of 
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broader social-change efforts to build an alternative global economy. 
One of the deepest challenges of localism is accumulating the capital 
required to build such an economy.

As an example, consider the following situation. For years, I patron-
ized a locally owned independent coffee shop that was located on a busy 
thoroughfare that connects two cities. Meanwhile, Starbucks and Dunkin’ 
Donuts stores continued to proliferate on that thoroughfare, and eventu-
ally the independent coffee store closed. Although I do not know the 
specifi cs of this particular store closure, it is clear from the many con-
versations that I have had with local owners of independent businesses 
in the region that they have noticed very specifi c effects on their revenues 
when new chain stores have opened up. In a way, there is nothing new 
in this story. However, when I look at the mutual funds that constitute 
my retirement portfolio, I see that corporate retailers are often well rep-
resented among the holdings of some of the funds. This is true even for 
funds that are screened for environmental and social governance criteria. 
In fact, some of the more socially and environmentally responsible com-
panies include the very ones that are putting the independents out of 
business, such as Starbucks, because the screens do not include effects 
on locally owned businesses. In other words, as a consumer, my left hand 
may be buying locally, but as an investor, my right hand is supporting 
the very stores that are putting the locals out of business.3

A general problem for localism emerges: even if consumers and small 
businesses were to shift a signifi cant portion of their purchases to locally 
owned independent enterprises (either within their region or, in a model 
that builds on fair trade, from similar enterprises throughout the world), 
they would still face the problem that much of their investments are 
locked up in the world of publicly traded corporations. The left hand 
may go local, but the right hand may not necessarily follow, because 
signifi cant personal and business assets are tied up in retirement funds 
that may be legally restricted from investing in the small-business sector 
of privately held companies. As a result, even the most dedicated of 
localists may end up fi nancing the very big-box stores that they wish to 
undermine. “Buy local” campaigns may be helping the independents to 
gain some steam, but well-capitalized chain stores have continued to 
expand and benefi t from ongoing investment from individuals through 
their stock purchases, mutual funds, and retirement accounts. For every 
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new independent coffee shop with fair-trade organic products and local 
music, there are a half-dozen new Starbucks stores. With the resources 
available from stock market capitalization, the large corporations have 
continued to colonize the remaining niches of the national and global 
economy, including storefronts of dense urban neighborhoods where 
many of the remaining independent retail businesses are located. This 
problem is, in my mind, a far more signifi cant challenge for localism than 
any of the other challenges that I have vetted so far.

In this section I will explore various models of debt and equity fi nanc-
ing that would help address the fundamental problem of investment. For 
employees who have a defi ned contribution retirement plan rather than 
a defi ned benefi t plan, the prospect of shifting some investment out of 
the pension fund into retirement instruments based on the idea of import 
substitution, or what might be thought of as “divorcing your 401K,” 
will also be considered. Together the elements represent the foundations 
of a fi nancial infrastructure for localism, but the reader should be fore-
warned that at present the foundation, let alone the edifi ce, remains an 
unfi nished work.

The area where debt fi nancing and localism already work together well 
is the use of the local government bond authority that can back up 
investments in publicly owned and controlled development. A primary 
example, which was discussed in chapter 6, is the use of the bond author-
ity of the city government of San Francisco to fi nance construction of 
distributed, renewable energy and energy conservation projects as part 
of its contract with the electricity service provider. City governments 
can also use their bond authority to build other types of infrastructure 
outside the community choice contract model, such as public transporta-
tion, so the potential use of the bond authority is quite extensive. 
Although revenue bonds are limited by a city’s bond rating and overall 
fi nancial standing, they remain an underutilized resource for supporting 
local public and private ownership.4

Debt fi nancing may work well with localism in the case of public sector 
investments, but can it also work for small businesses and small inves-
tors? Often large banks are uninterested in carrying small-business loans 
because of their relatively high expense, but there are other sources of 
private debt fi nancing, including credit unions, local banks, community 
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loan funds, and government agencies. Independent business associations 
could enhance the fi nancing of locally owned independent businesses by 
making such opportunities transparent to the local businesses. For 
example, by shifting one’s savings accounts to a credit union, individuals 
can divert their short-term assets to local businesses, because credit 
unions have a higher proportion of loans to local small-businesses than 
large commercial banks. A similar option is to invest a portion of one’s 
investment portfolio in a local community loan fund. There are also some 
national organizations, such as the Calvert Foundation’s Community 
Investment Notes, the Reinvestment Fund Loan Fund, and Rudolf Steiner 
Foundation Social Finance. However, at the time of writing the rate of 
return on certifi cates of deposit in such fi nancial instruments was gener-
ally under 4 percent per year, in contrast with the expected rate of return 
on equity of about 9 percent for the stock market, even 20 percent or 
higher for the riskier investment vehicles. As a result, locally oriented 
debt fi nancing is at best a place to allocate the low-risk, low-return 
portion of a portfolio, but for many it is not an attractive investment 
option for an entire portfolio. When one takes into account infl ation and 
taxes, the rate of return could even be negative.5

Another possibility for developing investment capital for locally owned 
independent businesses is the use of community currencies. In the United 
States there are a few experiments with printed local currencies, such as 
Ithaca Hours, BerkShares, and Burlington Bread. There are also some 
examples of time banking systems and many more experiments with 
computerized trading schemes known as “local exchange trading 
systems.” All three types of complementary and local currencies have 
strengths and weaknesses, but after having read the literature and 
attended a multi-day conference on the topic, I concluded that the 
systems require substantial knowledge and commitment from a few 
central organizers in order to be successful. If a central player pulls out 
or ends up with too much currency or too many credits, the system can 
collapse or just slowly dwindle into disuse, and many have. The Berk-
shares model of local currency has so far achieved some important new 
innovations. One change is that the currency can be traded for American 
dollars at local banks, and consequently there is a way out for businesses 
that become concerned with accumulating too much local currency. But 
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more relevant to the discussion here is the plan to use a portion of the 
local currency for local loans. If successful, the community currency will 
have created a new pool of investment capital for locally owned inde-
pendent businesses.6

Another interesting innovation also comes from the Berkshires region 
of western Massachusetts, a situation that is not a surprise when one 
considers that the E. F. Schumacher Society is headquartered there. A 
store in Great Barrington fi nanced a renovation by issuing “deli dollars.” 
In effect the scrip was an in-kind bond, or coupons that were repayable 
with interest in purchases from the restaurant at a later date. For example, 
if a store were to sell $100 notes repayable in two years for purchases 
valued at $121, it would in effect offer bonds at a rate of 10 percent per 
year, which at the time of writing was a good rate in comparison with, 
for example, government bonds. In fact, the rate would be comparable 
to one that would be expected over the long term from an investment in 
the stock market. If a potential investor is reasonably satisfi ed that the 
store will not go out of business and that the store’s products are valu-
able, then there is considerably less risk in comparison with the stock 
market. Of course, the liquidity is also lower, but a holder of the coupons 
could conceivably sell them, and markets might even be devised for local 
bonds of this sort. If the store has an average markup of 50 percent, it 
could take the cost of fi nancing the bonds out of future profi ts without 
incurring a cash debt. Instead, it would lock in future sales. This type of 
fi nancing could be very attractive for a small business.7

More generally, retail stores that are in the resale industry or that have 
even a portion of their stock in second-hand goods can use a similar 
mechanism. By paying for used goods with store credits, a store can build 
up an inventory without needing to cover the up-front costs of purchas-
ing the inventory. At the same time, the goods acquired for credit can 
be sold for cash, and the store credits also lock in future purchases for 
the store. The system of self-capitalizing inventory with a lock-in of 
future customers makes such arrangements potentially very lucrative. 
Customers benefi t by receiving a store credit that is worth more than the 
cash value of the used goods. Like the deli dollar model, self-fi nancing 
through trades is highly promising, and the potential for aggregating 
various types of credits across businesses in a region has not been devel-
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oped. They represent opportunities not only for the small retailers but 
also for fi nancial companies.

When we turn to the equity (or stock) side of investing, the lack of 
connection between the fi nancial needs of small businesses and those of 
small investors is even more evident. Whereas independent business 
associations are proliferating and “buy local” campaigns are becoming 
more prominent, there is little information available in the parallel world 
of local equity investing. Unfortunately, there are currently very few 
options available for channeling tax-deferred retirement funds into 
locally owned investments. A person may invest some money in an indi-
vidual retirement account (IRA) held as a certifi cate of deposit at a credit 
union, but as noted above the option is only a low-risk, low-return 
product, and it cannot satisfy the need to have a diversifi ed retirement 
portfolio. People with higher than average fi nancial literacy may opt for 
a self-directed IRA and channel some of the money into small-business 
equity or real estate investments, but the option requires considerable 
knowledge and ongoing monitoring. Clearly, other investment vehicles 
are necessary. One possible model comes from the government of the 
Canadian province of Nova Scotia, which supports community economic 
development investment funds. The funds are designed to recapture 
investment revenue that is fl owing out of the province and channel it 
back into local businesses. People who opt to put some of their savings 
in the funds receive a 30 percent tax credit and a partial guarantee. 
Because the funds are equity investments, they may earn a higher rate of 
return than the loan funds discussed above. If investment options such 
as those in Nova Scotia were to become widely available, and if they 
could be opened up to tax-deferred retirement savings accounts, then a 
signifi cant source of capital could be unleashed to assist in the develop-
ment of small businesses.8

At present there is little demand from consumers to have mutual fund 
companies offer localist fi nancial products and to have federal and state 
governments facilitate their creation. In order to create political oppor-
tunities for such products to emerge, a concerted mobilization of localist 
and small-business umbrella organizations would have to take place. The 
world of state and local pension funds provides a model of how the 
mutual fund industry might be opened up to localist investing. The public 
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fund managers are allowed to dedicate a portion of their portfolios to 
“economically targeted investments” as long as the investments have 
a similar risk and return profi le to that of nontargeted investments. 
Examples of investments include affordable housing, joint public- and 
employee-owned corporations, commercial real estate, and small busi-
nesses. By dedicating a portion of a pension fund’s investments to local 
economic development, the funds not only achieve a market rate of 
return for investors but also help to ensure a good future income stream 
by strengthening the local economy. With assets of more than $3 trillion 
in the United States, public pension funds are a potentially huge source 
of investment resources for localist projects, even if only a small percent-
age of the assets are invested locally. If the model were extended to 
mutual fund companies that hold defi ned contribution accounts, the 
effect would be much more signifi cant.9

Real estate is another area where there is a potential for the creation 
of new fi nancial products that enable retirement accounts to be invested 
in locally owned independent businesses. One example would be a local 
real estate investment trust (REIT) that invests in commercial property 
that is rented by a high percentage of locally owned independent busi-
nesses. Although there is now proof of concept of the community devel-
opment REITs, a localist REIT that offers investment opportunities 
through 401K retirement plans is not yet available as an investment 
option. It would probably be much easier to create a localist REIT than 
to develop rules to allow stock fund managers to invest a portion of the 
portfolio in economically targeted investments.10

Thinking about localism and the equity investment problem may 
require an even deeper rethinking of retirement-oriented investing than 
developing new fi nancial products. For most members of the middle class 
in the United States, the two greatest investments are their home and 
retirement accounts. The primary fi nancial goals are to build a signifi cant 
retirement account, to pay down the home mortgage, to maintain a 
comfortable lifestyle during the working years, and to live long enough 
to enjoy one’s savings before dying. The personal fi nance and retirement 
industry pumps out new ideas in glossy magazines every month about 
how to achieve such goals, and much of the advice, like the advertisers 
who pay for the magazines, describes how to select the best new mutual 
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funds and stocks for optimum, short-term gains. The industry has also 
developed complex algorithms that show families how much money they 
should have saved in order to be able to retire at a level of income that 
is only slightly less than the current household income. Most middle-class 
investors whom I know look at such algorithms and come to the grim 
realization that they are likely to continue working until the day they 
drop dead from exhaustion. Still, they may be convinced that even if they 
cannot “max out” various retirement options, they should put more 
money aside for retirement; that is, they should plough present earnings 
into a mutual fund that will, with luck, provide a good growth rate. The 
problem with this approach to retirement is that in the absence of localist 
fi nancial products that are available through tax-deferred retirement 
savings plans, individuals end up being recruited to the growth logic of 
the publicly traded corporation, and the only option for socially and 
environmentally responsible investing is the screened fund.

As some of the more far-sighted leaders of the localist movement rec-
ognize, they need to move beyond “buy local” campaigns to solve the 
problem of equity investment. Can the ideas of “buy local” and “import 
substitution” also be extended to personal fi nance, and, if so, what 
effects would they have? Localism in general and the concept of import 
substitution in particular suggest a different way of thinking about one’s 
fi nancial future in the context of a precarious global future. One way of 
thinking locally in the investment fi eld is to reconceptualize the relative 
weight of investment in one’s home versus retirement accounts. People 
who are anchored in a community and are able to buy the house that 
they intend to retire in, or who are able to purchase their retirement 
property as a second home, are in a good position to adopt a different 
strategy of investment based on import substitution on a household level. 
Rather than focusing on investing as a way of achieving higher future 
revenue, it is possible to adopt the opposite strategy of investing to 
reduce future costs, an approach which has both personal fi nancial and 
global environmental dividends. For example, one might relocate to a 
place where public transportation is readily available, or one might 
mobilize citizens to extend it to one’s neighborhood. One could also 
weatherize the home, install solar panels and windmills, build a geother-
mal component for the heating and cooling system, buy energy-effi cient 
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appliances, build a greenhouse and backyard garden, purchase a share 
in a local farm, join an exercise club, change one’s diet, purchase pre-
ventative health services, and invest in other options that reduce not only 
one’s personal ecological footprint but also one’s future expenses, includ-
ing the risk of high medical expenses. Those changes generally substitute 
present expenses for future savings, but they can be analyzed fi nancially 
as investments with an annualized rate of return. Furthermore, the invest-
ments operate as a personal, local, hedge fund against rising energy, 
transportation, health-care, and food costs. What the investments lack 
in liquidity, they may make up for in longevity.

A change in the federal government’s policy could enable such invest-
ment transitions to take place at a much higher scale than is occurring 
today under the patchwork of renewable energy home investment credits. 
One possibility is what I term a “retirement-to-energy, no penalty early 
withdrawal” (“RENEW”) program. Individuals could withdraw money 
from their defi ned contribution retirement accounts and invest it in 
energy-conservation measures for their home and possibly other proper-
ties. Although early withdrawal is already allowed for a range of diffi cult 
circumstances, such as health-care bills, the withdrawal is still taxable. 
Under the RENEW program, there would be no tax penalty for the 
withdrawal under the assumption that the investments would create 
increased property value and, if the owner stays in the same house, 
decreased retirement expenses. In other words, the program would not 
be conceptualized as a withdrawal of retirement investments but as a 
transfer of retirement investments from publicly traded corporations and 
government bonds to individually owned energy savings and equity. 
Examples of allowable investments would include installation of solar 
photovoltaics, solar hot water heating, wind power, geothermal, insula-
tion, energy effi cient windows and doors, and weatherization. This 
program would potentially scale rapidly to facilitate huge investments in 
energy conservation, and it would result in various transfers of wealth. 
First, funds would fl ow from general retirement investment accounts into 
purchases of products made by companies (mostly publicly traded) that 
manufacture green tech products, such as photovoltaics and insulation. 
One result of the RENEW program would be a shot in the arm for the 
green tech industry. Second, funds would fl ow from equity holdings in 
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large publicly traded corporations to household ownership of the energy 
investments, which become part of home equity, and to local contractors, 
many of which are locally owned businesses.

One potential problem with the RENEW program idea is that there 
would likely be some opposition to a program that would make it easier 
for people to remove retirement savings. I have defended the idea as a 
transfer of retirement savings from one sector of the economy (publicly 
traded corporations) to another (individual home equity), but the concern 
with allowing a withdrawal of savings from retirement plans might 
trump the energy investment and future home equity return. A variant 
of the RENEW program that might solve the political impasse would be 
a “home energy savings account,” something like the currently existing 
health savings account. The account would allow people to generate new 
tax-exempt savings each year, then withdraw from the account for home 
energy investments.

Two other models under development in the United States also have 
tremendous potential for localist investment. There are some cases of 
successful intrastate stock offerings, but the mechanism is not widely 
used, and the shares are much less liquid than those of publicly traded 
companies. Some localist leaders are working on plans for intrastate, 
local stock markets that are limited to residents in the state. The prospect 
of a local stock market could provide opportunities for the more liquid 
equity investment in the local economy, and it might be possible to con-
struct tax-deferred retirement funds from local stock holdings. Another 
option under development builds on the private equity fi rm model. 
Although most private equity investment is oriented toward short-term 
investments that end in initial public offerings or sale to a large corpora-
tion, private equity fi rms have emerged with other missions. For example, 
Upstream 21 invests in small companies that have a social and environ-
mental mission and either require help to grow or want to sell because 
the owner is nearing retirement. Rather than planning to buy and fl ip 
companies as most private equity companies do, it holds companies for 
the long term. By serving as a holding company, Upstream 21 prevents 
acquisition by large corporations and allows community-oriented, stake-
holder forms of governance to fl ourish. This model probably does not 
hold great potential for tax-deferred retirement investments, but it is an 
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option for accredited investors who wish to allocate a portion of their 
portfolio to such companies.11

There may also be opportunities to create a new kind of publicly 
traded company that benefi ts the local, living economy. One could 
imagine a holding company such as Upstream 21 that is confi gured as a 
publicly traded company, a Berkshire Hathaway of localism. There are 
also many services that a publicly traded company could offer to local 
independent businesses: directories with paid advertising of locally owned 
independent businesses; gift cards only valid at such businesses; search-
able web-based inventories; and credit cards. Such business services are 
probably better offered by the for-profi t sector than non-profi t business 
associations, which have legal restrictions on providing services that 
directly benefi t members. The business services could operate as small, 
start-up companies that are privately held or as member-based coopera-
tives, but it would also be possible to set up a publicly held company to 
provide such services. Although on the surface anathema to localist 
thinking, such publicly traded companies might be better viewed as a 
form of localist jiu-jitsu. In other words, they use the publicly traded 
stock market as a mechanism for channeling investment back into the 
localist sector.

In summary: The opportunities for developing greater investment 
capital for locally owned independent businesses and the corresponding 
opportunities for the locally oriented investor are largely limited to debt 
markets with low rates of return and relatively low risk. It is virtually 
impossible for individuals to take advantage of tax-deferred retirement 
accounts in order to invest in the local business sector. Although self-
directed IRAs are a possibility for sophisticated investors, for the average 
investor the only currently available retirement vehicle is the IRA certifi -
cate of deposit in a local credit union. Options in real estate and equity 
investments with higher rates of return and risk that also would benefi t 
locally owned independent businesses are not yet available to the non-
accredited investor. In my view, addressing this problem should be the 
number one goal of independent business associations. This is not to say 
that they should abandon the consumption side of the picture and the 
highly visible “buy local” campaigns. However, the solution to the 
problem of equity investment and retirement accounts will determine 
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whether the localist movement remains a relatively small and politically 
unimportant niche or whether it triggers a fundamental economic transi-
tion that fulfi lls the dreams of its leaders.12

Rethinking Small-Business Policies

Small businesses that decide to be environmentally responsible, 
community-oriented, and sensitive to the fi nancial and lifestyle needs of 
their employees face an uphill battle. Companies that have chosen to be 
great instead of big (in the words of Bo Burlingham) do so without 
much government support. There are many policy changes, both at the 
local government level and at the federal government level, that would 
make it easier for such businesses to thrive.13

With respect to the local nonprofi t sector, there are many points of 
intervention for city governments that wish to develop the portion of 
this sector that has an environmental and/or justice orientation. Cities 
can develop policies that facilitate the formation of reuse centers, com-
munity gardens, nonprofi t farms, community media organizations, and 
credit unions. The policies can involve helping organizations to fi nd low-
cost space and legal advice, making sure that the nonprofi t and small-
business sectors are included in regional plans, and connecting the 
nonprofi t sector with city government agencies and the public school 
system. The city’s system of codes and land-use ordinances can also be 
a powerful tool for the development of the nonprofi t sector. In addition 
to supporting the green spaces that can be used for community garden-
ing, city codes can be used to support the reuse industry by requiring the 
full deconstruction of public buildings. Likewise, demolition permits for 
other buildings can be structured to require that a minimum percentage 
of materials be diverted from landfi lls into reuse. The city can also help 
the reuse industry to change state and federal tax codes to allow a write-
off for the full value of a deconstructed house, rather than its less advan-
tageous resale value. Many of the policies may involve developing new 
organizations at the niche level, but over the course of decades the 
growth of nonprofi t organizational networks can create broader changes 
in a metropolitan and state government’s regimes of environmental and 
social policy.14
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Regarding the local public sector, there are many points of opportunity 
for the greening of local electricity and transportation systems. Public 
power, community choice, and energy-conservation utilities are three 
available pathways for metropolitan or urban governments to use for 
transitions at a signifi cant scale toward energy conservation and renew-
able, distributed energy. Municipal and regional transit agencies can also 
link the greening of their transit fl eets to energy-conservation measures 
and to locally supplied renewable energy, either through biofuels or 
electricity. Cities can also fund the greening of their fl eets with revenue 
from a municipal electrical agency, as Seattle has done. In Chattanooga 
the city linked its purchase of a downtown electric bus fl eet to the devel-
opment of a local manufacturing plant. The city of San Francisco put 
parking and traffi c management under the same roof as its transit agency, 
so that a coherent transit policy could be developed. One promising 
policy, for example, is to charge a toll on visitors to the central city and 
use the revenue to fund low-cost or free public transit within the down-
town area. The policy has the double advantage of reducing the infl ux 
of privately owned cars while encouraging people to use readily available 
municipal buses and trolleys.

With respect to the local retail industry, there are imaginative ways in 
which an urban government can build partnerships with independent 
business associations to develop the local economy. City governments 
can help provide signage and other markers of independent-business 
districts, as has been done in Austin. They can help provide space and 
other resources for fl edging independent business associations, and they 
can support “buy local” campaigns. A white paper published by the 
Sustainable Business Network of Greater Philadelphia suggested that 
cities could conduct studies of where business losses are occurring and 
where regional assets are located, and they could develop regional indica-
tors to identify where public investments and purchases can be directed 
to help local businesses. Some cities have also developed local procure-
ment policies that help balance the resources that tend to fl ow to non-
local businesses.15

Tax policies and subsidies can be examined to identify opportunities 
to support locally owned independent businesses and to eliminate 
breaks for nonlocal business competitors. Many existing tax policies and 
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subsidies favor businesses that are not locally owned or locally managed. 
Stacy Mitchell notes that corporate retailers often can escape paying state 
and federal corporate income tax, whereas small retailers suffer from 
disproportionately higher taxes. She also describes many cases of big-box 
stores that absorbed huge subsidies to assist in their construction costs; 
eventually, those costs were spread out over all taxpayers, including 
small businesses. Again, local and state governments have an opportunity 
to level the playing fi eld so that the tax burden for local retailers is not 
disproportionately larger than for the global chains.16

Some cities and counties have taken the next step by passing ordi-
nances that limit the existence of franchises and big-box stores. One 
approach is to use zoning laws to limit the size of retail businesses; 
however, the approach has some limitations, partly because the size of 
a category-killer store varies across industries, and partly because the 
superstores can relocate to a neighboring community. As Mitchell also 
points out, city governments can work together to set up a regional 
planning agency, which can reduce the ability of big-box stores to hop 
municipal boundaries and can also establish review processes that are 
anchored in goals such as strengthening local business. Another strategy 
is to place explicit limitations on formula businesses such as franchises. 
In small cities and tourist destinations, formula businesses can be detri-
mental to the local economy because they reduce the uniqueness and 
charm of the location. Some states, such as Iowa, have also enacted leg-
islation that protects the independence of franchisees.17

On the topic of federal government policy, small-business associations 
have called for many reforms, among them universal health-care cover-
age, more equitable access to capital, and the elimination of taxes that 
unfairly disadvantage small businesses. Support for such reforms could 
begin with an end to the “corporate welfare” of subsidies and tax loop-
holes at the national level. According to the non-governmental organiza-
tion Citizen Works, corporate tax loopholes are worth $76 billion in 
uncollected taxes. Another area of unequal treatment is research funding, 
which is often captured by large corporations, even in cases where small 
businesses are competing for the funds.18

In addition to changes that would benefi t the small-business sector in 
general, locally owned independent businesses with missions of social 
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and environmental responsibility also face signifi cant long-term exit 
problems that could be addressed with government policy changes. When 
the original owner of a small business dies or decides to retire, public 
policies often restrict the available possibilities of transition. If the 
company is passed on to family members, estate taxes may be so large 
that the heirs are forced to sell the company. If a socially and environ-
mentally responsible small company is sold to a large corporation, case 
studies suggest that the new corporate owner will sweep aside at least 
some of the social and environmental values and practices. The environ-
mental mission may be retained, especially if the company has created a 
market niche based on an environmental product (for example, organic 
foods), but employee participation and fi nancial benefi ts are likely to be 
aligned with broader corporate decision-making and compensation poli-
cies. Income-tax reform could assist environmentally and socially respon-
sible small businesses by providing mechanisms to reduce the likelihood 
that the businesses will be sold to a large corporation and thereby lose 
their distinctive character.19

Employee ownership provides another exit strategy that avoids the 
often unpalatable choices among continued family ownership, when no 
heirs are apparent; fi nding a corporate buyer, who may drift from the 
values mission and good employee practices; and taking the company 
public, which entails a shift of fi duciary responsibility to anonymous 
shareholders. Although employee ownership does not guarantee that 
fi rms will act in more socially and environmentally responsible ways, 
employee-owners are more likely to live in the communities where 
businesses are located, and consequently they are more likely to return 
profi ts, services, and donations to the community. Employee-owners are 
also more likely to continue the company’s traditions of environmental 
practices, employee participation, limited wage differentials, and com-
munity stewardship than a large corporation that purchases the fi rm 
from a retiring owner. For example, studies of worker-owned coopera-
tives suggest that the businesses are less growth-oriented and more 
resource effi cient than publicly held corporations.20

Employee ownership programs have grown steadily in the United 
States, from about 1,600 in 1975 to more than 11,000 in 2003, and at 
present more employees are in employee stock ownership plans programs 
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than in private-sector unions. Although most of the programs are not 
accompanied by meaningful worker participation in management, they 
nevertheless have the potential to shift corporate governance toward 
greater stakeholder infl uence. Historically both Democrats and Repub-
licans have supported employee ownership legislation, and consequently 
there is some potential for ongoing bipartisan reform. Various policies 
could be enacted to support the development of employee plans and to 
assist their transition to complete employee ownership and management. 
For example, when an owner or group of owners decides that it is time 
to sell the company, a decision to sell to employees can be fi nancially 
risky. The company may have to take out a loan to pay for the owner’s 
equity share, and the debt burden can be fi nancially harmful to the 
company. Federal and state government tax incentives in favor of 
employee ownership could help make the transition to employee owner-
ship easier and less risky for the company.21

More generally, a ten-point plan developed by Jeff Gates, an attorney 
who worked for years with Congress to develop employee ownership 
legislation, includes a wide range of changes in the tax laws that would 
facilitate the growth of employee ownership plans. Congress has also 
considered legislation that would increase the amount of corporate stock 
owned by employees and establish the employee-owned and employee-
controlled corporation as a new legal category. Opportunities for 
employee ownership also occur when corporations decide to sell a plant 
or merge signifi cant assets.22

Another area in need of reform is anti-trust legislation. During the 
1980s and after, court decisions and budget cuts severely limited 
the ability of the federal government to enforce laws designed to limit 
the predatory pricing policies of large corporate retailers. Although large 
retailers have been documented to price products below cost in the short 
term in order to drive out competitors, small businesses have historically 
been unable to fi nd redress through the courts. Another problem area is 
buyer power, that is, the ability of large corporate fi rms to squeeze 
discounts and other favorable terms from suppliers. Although the Rob-
inson-Patman Act made such action illegal, since the 1970s there has 
been little federal enforcement of the law. Civil lawsuits by independent 
booksellers during the 1990s met with only mixed success, and during 
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the early 2000s some members of Congress were pushing to repeal the 
law altogether. In short, a vibrant, independent retail industry requires 
stronger anti-trust legislation, that is, a reversal of the trend toward 
ongoing weakening of existing legislation.23

Corporate Reform

A fundamental economic transition will also require rethinking an 
economy that is based on what is essentially an amoral institution: the 
publicly traded corporation. The publicly traded corporation’s mission 
of maximizing shareholder returns is the product of a time when envi-
ronmental problems were far less evident, societies were more concerned 
with exploring and maintaining control over large territories, the ecologi-
cal footprint of human societies on a global scale was much smaller, and 
the world’s population was much lower. Although the large global cor-
poration can articulate and in some cases follow through on social and 
environmental responsibility goals, the goals tend to be sacrifi ced when 
profi tability is at risk. The task of transforming the modern, publicly 
traded, industrial corporation from an engine of short-term growth that 
treats environmental and social degradation as an externality into a long-
term steward of environmental sustainability and social fairness is daunt-
ing, but without the transition it seems likely that a signifi cant percentage 
of publicly traded corporations will fi nd that environmental, labor, and 
community-oriented reforms are in confl ict with their fundamental 
mission of maximizing short-term earnings. As a result, they will fi nd 
that neoliberal political ideology is the best match for their short-term, 
legally mandated responsibilities to shareholders, and the world’s envi-
ronmental and social crises will continued to be addressed in a piecemeal 
manner of “too little, too late” policy reforms.

There is no shortage of proposals that would inaugurate the transition 
of the publicly traded corporation to a civic enterprise that incorporates 
stakeholder participation in decision making and is guided by a broader 
vision of social and environmental stewardship. Seven proposals repre-
sent a good starting point, listed more or less in an order of declining 
likelihood of enactment and increasing political importance: public 
fi nancing of political campaigns; making triple-bottom-line reporting 



Policies for an Alternative Economy  231

mandatory rather than voluntary; lengthening the time horizon for 
corporate reporting and investing from its current focus on quarterly 
earnings; regulatory reform to make shareholder activism more effective; 
granting corporate charters on a national level and requiring stakeholder 
participation (rather than only shareholder ownership) in order for a 
company to be publicly traded; restricting the legal fi ction of corporate 
personhood; and nationalization of some companies or industries.

Although public campaign fi nancing is not directly related to corporate 
reform, it might be viewed as a precondition that would open up possibili-
ties for other types of reform. For example, James Gustave Speth of the 
School of Forestry and Environmental Studies at Yale University has noted 
that the achievement of meaningful environmental reform is unlikely as 
long as anti-environmental corporations are able to infl uence the political 
process. Speth advocates public campaign fi nancing and related policies to 
reduce corporate infl uence on policy making. There is a limited but 
growing track record of achievement on this reform goal. Several states 
have enacted voluntary public fi nancing of campaigns, and participation 
rates by candidates has been high. The reforms have resulted in an 
increased diversity and number of candidates, but they have not yet 
created a complete fi rewall between corporate donations and political 
campaigns. For example, political parties may still fi nance candidates, and 
issue ads by independent organizations are still allowed. Furthermore, the 
related issues of restricting corporate lobbying and the revolving door 
between political offi ce and lobbying position remain unresolved.24

In the United States there has also been considerable progress in a 
second area of corporate reform: transparency and reporting of social 
and environmental records. However, to date the reporting has been 
voluntary. The standard for reporting is the Global Reporting Initiative 
of the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES), 
a non-governmental organization that was founded in 1989 by environ-
mental groups and institutional investors. The voluntary reports are 
based on the triple bottom line of environmental, social, and economic 
criteria. Unfortunately, attention to social and environmental responsi-
bility goals tends to fade when fi nancial adversity strikes, and often the 
worst violators of environmental and social stewardship are the ones 
least likely to adopt such standards. It is also diffi cult for watchdog 
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groups and government agencies to verify the claims made in voluntary 
reports, especially for multinational corporations that have set up shop 
in distant corners of the globe, where scrutiny from non-governmental 
organizations and independent media is absent. Ongoing campaigns by 
social movement organizations and socially responsible mutual funds 
against unsustainable forestry and fi shing, sweatshops, pollution, toxic 
products, and union-busting tactics have, in some cases, resulted in 
changes in corporate policy, including pledges to source products that 
are certifi ed by third-parties. However, the fact that such campaigns are 
still necessary suggests the persistence of deeper problems in the way that 
that information is diffused about the practices of modern society’s fun-
damental economic institution.25

Although having mandatory reporting of social and environmental 
metrics may appear to be a relatively straightforward and uncontrover-
sial proposal, the history of a recent change in mandatory reporting 
suggests that even such incremental policy reforms are likely to meet with 
stiff resistance. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, a legislative reform that 
was passed in the wake of the corporate scandals surrounding Enron 
and other companies, created a Public Company Accounting Oversight 
Board, tightened regulations for the accounting profession, and increased 
the fi duciary responsibilities of boards of directors. The main function 
of the law was to restore investor confi dence in the reliability of fi nancial 
reports rather than to enhance corporate responsibility in the general 
terms that I have been outlining. However, even the rather meager effort 
to enhance corporate responsibility has met with a rising chorus of calls 
from the business press to repeal the legislation. Some observers worry 
that American start-ups are launching initial public offerings in foreign 
stock markets as a way to avoid the cost of fi nancial compliance reports, 
which can be burdensome for small publicly traded companies. The 
history of Sarbanes-Oxley suggests that direct, legislative approaches to 
mandating increased reporting of social and environmental responsibility 
will likely meet with stiff resistance by publicly traded corporations. 
Furthermore, the history suggests that it is diffi cult for one country to 
enact legislative changes when others do not.26

A third group of legislative reforms, mostly having to do with report-
ing standards as well, would complement the triple-bottom-line approach 
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by shifting the short-term orientation of the publicly traded corporation. 
Giving the publicly traded corporation and institutional investors some 
breathing room might free them to integrate longer-term thinking based 
on social and environmental principles into their corporate strategies. 
Among the proposed reforms related to time horizons are the 
following:

• Lengthen fi nancial reporting periods.

• Count research and development as long-term rather than short-term 
expenses.

• Enact a tax on short-term trades on a sliding scale from less than 24 
hours to a month.

• Limit the degree to which fund manager compensation is tied to short-
term performance.

• Change the period of stockholder elections of boards from every year 
to once every fi ve years.27

Reforms that combine mandated reporting on environmental and 
social responsibility performance with an increase in the fi nancial time 
horizon would help open up some room for large corporations to blend 
the hard-headed, single bottom-line concerns of business with the broader 
long-term interests of our planet and global society. Enhanced reporting 
of social and environmental data would enable corporations to demon-
strate successful performance in comparison with their competitors, just 
as it would allow fi nancial analysts and non-governmental organizations 
to identify worst cases and motivate the laggards to improve perfor-
mance. To the extent that poor performance on social and environmental 
metrics becomes the focus of stock market analysts, social movement 
mobilization, and media attention, investor perceptions of risk for the 
worst offenders would increase, and as a result poor performance on 
goals of environmental and social responsibility could affect stock per-
formance. There are many “ifs” in the scenario, but with the continuing 
adjustments to policies and incentive schemes that a transition theory 
approach suggests, the spotlighting of poor performance could be a 
powerful mechanism to motivate corporations to escape from the 
straightjacket of short-term growth in earnings and lip service to social 
and environmental responsibility.
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Another approach comes from grassroots activism directed at corpo-
rate policies rather than government policies. The term “shareholder 
activism” refers to two kinds of grassroots action. Environmental, labor, 
and human rights organizations have proposed shareholder resolutions 
as one tactic among many in broader campaigns to encourage corporate 
responsibility. However, civil-society organizations generally do not 
control signifi cant voting blocks, and their resolutions are rarely embraced 
by the majority of shareholders. In contrast, institutional investors such 
as pension funds, banks, investment companies, and insurance compa-
nies are more able to infl uence corporate policy and engage in a different 
type of shareholder activism. Since the 1970s institutional investors have 
steadily increased their percentage of ownership of publicly traded cor-
porations, and by 2000 they held more than half the traded shares for 
most large companies. In addition, during those decades institutional 
ownership of stock also became more concentrated.

On the surface, the increasing concentration of ownership by large 
institutional investors holds out great potential for creating a counter-
vailing power that could lead to a shift in mission of the publicly traded 
corporation. However, as corporate legal scholar Lawrence Mitchell 
has noted, to date large institutional investors have tended to defi ne 
“shareholder activism” in very narrow terms that are quite distinct 
from the varieties of shareholder activism characteristic of groups con-
cerned with labor, the environment, and human rights. For institutional 
investors, shareholder activism has generally meant encouraging boards 
to dismiss underperforming managers or lobbying the Securities 
and Exchange Commission to make it easier for shareholders to change 
board members. Even TIAA-CREF (the pension fund for educators 
and people in related professions), CalPERS (the California Public 
Employees Retirement System), and the AFL-CIO pension fund have 
channeled their shareholder activism mostly into efforts to enhance 
shareholder value rather than to advance more ambitious goals of social 
and environmental responsibility. As a result, shareholder “activism” has 
meant little more than increasing the ability of shareholders to make 
companies more profi table and to shore up short-term stock prices. The 
potential of shareholders to generate more profound reforms remains 
unrealized.28
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Nevertheless, there are some promising signs of institutional share-
holder activism that exhibit a broader vision of social and environmental 
stewardship. The exceptions to the narrow vision of improved account-
ability tend to occur among the socially responsible mutual funds. Some 
of them have a record of attending annual shareholder meetings and 
presenting resolutions on environmental and social responsibility goals 
that are consistent with the resolutions of environmental, human rights, 
and other social-change organizations, which also hold some stock in 
the companies. Although the resolutions are often voted down, they 
generate publicity and can be combined with other campaigns that 
counter corporate greenwashing, and in some cases the measures affect 
corporate policy. As investment in socially responsible mutual funds 
increases, and as investors in pension funds demand a broader vision of 
shareholder activism from the funds, we would expect to see growth in 
a more politically and ethically oriented form of shareholder activism. 
Legislative action that would create incentives for investors to shift to 
socially responsible investment vehicles might spur a transition toward 
greater use of such funds and the kinds of pressures that they exert via 
shareholder resolutions and reforms in corporate governance.29

Although the four categories of reform discussed so far would create 
some opportunities for a shift toward greater social and environmental 
responsibility, they do not address directly the fundamental mission of 
the publicly traded corporation as existing only to provide a return on 
equity to shareholders. A much more profound legislative approach to 
corporate reform—and therefore a proposal that would likely encounter 
even greater resistance—involves rethinking the basis of corporate char-
ters. In the United States the right to defi ne, issue, and revoke charters 
is held by state governments. In a few cases there have been campaigns 
to de-charter companies. For example, in California there was a cam-
paign to de-charter the Union Oil Company of California (Unocal) 
because of alleged human rights abuses associated with the construction 
of a pipeline in Myanmar and other foreign operations. However, few 
expected that the state of California would revoke the charter of a large, 
well-established corporation, and the state’s attorney general rejected the 
petition. Even if the campaign had succeeded, the corporation would 
have been able to move to another state. Because interstate competition 
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creates a race to the bottom in corporate charter requirements, some 
reformers have suggested that corporations should be chartered at the 
national level, where stronger standards of social and environmental 
responsibility could be required.30

Although the chartering of corporations at the national level could 
shift the problem of a race to the bottom to the international level, there 
is some evidence that other countries have taken a broader approach to 
corporate governance. In continental Europe and Japan corporate char-
ters have historically emphasized governance based on a broad range of 
stakeholders, including employees and customers, in contrast with the 
focus on shareholders in the Anglophone countries. Suggestions of stake-
holder governance can also be found in the United States, where auto-
mobile manufacturers have included labor union representation on the 
board of directors in exchange for labor concessions, and stakeholders 
often have a seat on the boards of nonprofi t organizations. To an increas-
ing degree, the stakeholder model is also seen in some corners of the 
socially responsible investment community. For example, the “B corpo-
ration” model requires a change in a corporation’s by-laws to refl ect 
stakeholder accountability. A legislative reform that would mandate that 
corporations above a certain size shift to a “B corporation” model would 
be another fundamental building block toward transitioning the publicly 
traded corporation to an organization that is more able to contribute 
solutions to global problems.31

Other than public fi nancing of political campaigns, the reform pro-
posals discussed above have not received much legislative attention. Given 
the lack of political opportunities for direct legislative intervention in cor-
porate governance structures, other avenues of reform also should be 
explored. One alternative fi eld for corporate reform is the judicial system. 
An end to the legal fi ction of corporate personhood would represent a 
reform even more profound than the legislative and shareholder approaches 
discussed above. In the United States the concept of corporate personhood 
dates back to the nineteenth century, when state legislatures exerted much 
more control over corporations. During that period state governments 
placed strict limitations on the terms of corporate charters, the rights of 
the corporations to property ownership, and ability of corporations to 
make donations to political campaigns. In Santa Clara County v. Southern 
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Pacifi c Railroad Company, the US Supreme Court granted corporations 
the legal status of “personhood,” which entitled them to equal protection 
under the law as outlined in the Fourteenth Amendment. A series of other 
Supreme Court decisions extended the rights of corporations to other 
rights granted to individual citizens, including rights associated with the 
fi rst ten amendments. One might argue that the legal status of corporate 
personhood benefi ts small businesses and farms, and consequently a 
restriction on corporate personhood could have negative repercussions for 
small corporations as well. However, the ability to use corporate person-
hood in, for example, lawsuits and the funding of political campaigns is 
much greater among large corporations, and consequently the reform 
movement directed at corporate personhood is generally concerned with 
large corporations whose “rights” have run into confl ict with those of 
small communities or the press. Although not all “rights” granted to cor-
porations would have to be revoked, there have been growing calls to 
rescind the rights that most facilitate the negative effects of corporate 
power on elections, free speech, and the ordinances and regulations of 
local and state governments.32

The political opportunities for a legislative overhaul of the concept of 
corporate personhood are limited at the moment, but there are some 
cases in the courts. The Community Environmental Legal Defense Fund 
is exploring litigation based on a challenge to the concept as part of its 
work with local-level community resistance to factory farms in Pennsyl-
vania. State legislation passed in 1997 allowed farmers to contract with 
sewerage haulers to dump the waste on their fi elds. Testing was so lax 
that, in effect, farms became toxic waste dumps. As a way to stop the 
poisoning of local land and watersheds, local governments began passing 
ordinances against the corporate ownership of farms and the spreading 
of sewerage sludge. In 2002 the factory farm industry responded by 
convincing the state legislature to pass a law that explicitly forbade a 
local governmental body from regulating agriculture in its district. 
Although a mobilization of community and environmental groups pre-
vented the law from passing, corporations began to sue the local govern-
ments, alleging that their constitutional rights, which stem from the 
doctrine of corporate personhood, had been violated. Some local govern-
ments have passed ordinances that specifi cally state that corporations 
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shall not be considered “persons” within their districts. Similar bills have 
been introduced in state legislatures across the country, and some of the 
Midwestern states have outlawed corporate ownership of farms. Eventu-
ally the litigation against corporate personhood may reach the United 
States Supreme Court and trigger a national debate on the question “Are 
large, geographically dispersed business fi rms entitled to the same rights 
as human individuals, and do such rights trump the rights of local gov-
ernments to self-determination?”33

A fi nal political reform worth reconsidering is public ownership of 
high-carbon consuming, energy-related companies or industries. Exam-
ples include the major coal, natural gas, oil, electricity, airline, rail, and 
automotive companies. Clearly, the topic has almost no political mileage 
in the political culture of the United States today, but it is worth noting 
that most of the world’s oil supply is in the hands of nationalized corpora-
tions, and most passenger rail transportation is also publicly owned. The 
crucial role of the energy and transportation industries in making a transi-
tion toward a global society that operates within ecologically sustainable 
limits makes them a prime candidate for nationalization. More effec-
tively, the threat of public ownership might be raised to shift corporate 
strategy of specifi c companies that have especially poor environmental 
and social records. Although the transition to energy use within ecological 
limits could be accomplished within the framework of publicly regulated 
private ownership, the resistance that private owners of fossil-fuel capital 
have mounted to environmental reform proposals suggests that the transi-
tion would be much more diffi cult to achieve in a timely way. As the sce-
narios of peak oil, peak natural gas, and climate change unfold in future 
decades, the proposals of Barry Commoner’s Citizens Party may yet fi nd 
a second life. In other countries, including those of Latin America and 
Europe, the publicly owned sector was never as diminished as in the 
United States, and sentiment in favor of national government ownership 
of some industries has grown. However, in the United States it is likely 
that only a profound economic and ecological crisis would reopen politi-
cal debate on the topic of nationalization. Acute economic crises may 
trigger the nationalization of fi nancial services fi rms, but the more chronic 
quality of ecological problems suggests that nationalization in the energy 
and transportation industries may be less likely.34
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed reform proposals that involve indepen-
dent business associations, local governments, and the federal govern-
ment in the United States. The analysis does not exhaust the possibilities 
for reform. For example, addressing the democracy defi cit of interna-
tional governmental organizations would also help open up political 
opportunities at the national and local level. I have not discussed the 
international level of reforms here partly because my focus has been on 
the United States and partly because others have already provided a 
good synthesis of proposals. For example, the policy analysts Thad Wil-
liamson, David Imbroscio, and Gar Alperovitz have summarized a range 
of international reforms that could enable “local democracy in a global 
era,” including a world fi nancial authority to regulate global markets, a 
public international investment fund, restructuring of the mission and 
organization of the International Monetary Fund and World Bank, and 
protection of “good nontariff barriers” to trade such as labor, environ-
mental, and health standards.35

The proposals for starting points for a fundamental economic transi-
tion may seem unrealistic to many readers, and certainly there is little 
likelihood that some of the more profound proposals for reform of the 
publicly traded corporation will be enacted in the absence of overwhelm-
ing systemic crises. Reforms that challenge the fundamental role of the 
publicly traded corporation will meet with stiff resistance by a powerful 
institution that dominates the media and the government not only in the 
United States but in many other countries. However, in the long run it 
will be impossible to avoid a fundamental confl ict between a global 
ecology that limits resource consumption and a global economy that is 
based on ongoing growth of revenue and profi ts without constraints on 
the social and environmental effects of concentrated accumulation. 
Although it is possible to have some economic growth alongside dema-
terialization of resource consumption, the goal will be impossible to 
achieve without a thorough economic transition of the scope outlined in 
this chapter.

Solving the pressing global problems of energy consumption, climate 
change, pollution, resource depletion, and inequality requires more 
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creativity than returning to the invisible hand of eighteenth-century lib-
eralism or the visible hand of nineteenth- and twentieth-century social-
ism. Although market-based policies such as emissions trading schemes 
and public ownership approaches such as the renationalization of some 
fi rms will continue to have a place in the policy experiments of the 
twenty-fi rst century, such approaches should not exhaust the imagina-
tion of economic reform. Instead, the legal basis of the publicly traded 
corporation should be reformed to shift it toward stakeholder participa-
tion, long-term planning, and social and environmental responsibility. 
At the same time, the legal playing fi eld should be leveled so that other 
types of economic organizations that are locally owned and concerned 
with the quality of life of their host communities have a better chance 
to fl ourish.

During the early 2000s most political opportunities for reform at the 
federal government level were closed with the exception of the regulation 
of fi nancial reporting requirements and the fi nancial services industry, 
but as I have suggested there has been continual experimentation with 
policy reforms at the local level. Likewise, broad and fundamental eco-
nomic changes favorable to both environmental sustainability and social 
justice are occurring in other countries and world regions, especially in 
Europe and Latin America. To the extent that the United States becomes 
increasingly isolated as the outlier defending a crumbling edifi ce of neo-
liberalism, then a crisis of legitimacy at the international level may open 
up political opportunities for the more profound changes in corporate 
governance such as federal chartering, stakeholder representation, and 
restrictions on the doctrine of corporate personhood. Meanwhile, the 
opportunities for initiating a transition process may be greater for more 
incremental changes, such as the creation of localist fi nancial products, 
policies that support the development of the small-business sector, an 
increased emphasis on social and environmental reporting, and a broader 
scope for shareholder resolutions from institutional investors.
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The globalization of societies has not meant the end of the local but 
instead its reconstitution. Among the many types of localization in the 
United States are the high-tech manufacturing clusters located in global 
cities, the hyperlocalism of large retail and information corporations, 
grassroots movements to relocalize society to adjust to a resource-
constrained and post-carbon world, and the devolution of federal respon-
sibilities to state and local governments. A fi fth type of localization, 
which has been termed here “localism,” is a reform movement based 
largely on the sense that place-based communities have lost political and 
economic sovereignty to multinational corporations. Put more positively, 
localists are concerned with achieving greater local ownership and more 
democratic steering of regional economies.

Understanding the localist movement in the United States requires 
attention to its internal diversity. As I have shown, localist political 
thought draws on various strands of political ideology, including liberal-
ism, neoliberalism, communalism, and socialism. In many ways the 
strongest parallel with existing political ideologies is early-twentieth-
century Progressivism. Localist politics in the twenty-fi rst century offer 
considerable potential for the small-business sector to rebuild political 
coalitions that were characteristic of the Progressive Era. Another type 
of internal diversity is organizational. Small businesses are the primary 
driver of the “buy local” movement, but other types of organizations 
play a signifi cant role in the broader localist movement, and the range 
and frequency of organizational forms varies by industry. In view of the 
diversity of localism in the United States, it can be misleading to base 
generalizations about the movement on one industry or a segment of the 
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industry. To some degree the analyses of localism in the agrifood litera-
ture, which were based primarily on the study of sustainable agricultural 
networks, were not generalizable across other fi elds of localist action. 
Nevertheless, the literature posed important questions that can inform 
an inquiry into the politics of localism. Foremost among the questions 
has been the extent to which localist politics can contribute to resolving 
environmental and social problems.

Situating Localism

Localism as a movement for a transition in economic and political orga-
nization emerged partially because of democracy defi cits that have weak-
ened public participation in national and international policy making. 
Without stronger democratic institutions, the United States and other 
countries have been unable to provide comprehensive solutions to fun-
damental problems of sustainability and justice. However, even with the 
closure of political opportunities at the national and international levels, 
alternative economic institutions have proliferated and grown alongside 
broader movements for reform of the global economy. Locally owned 
small businesses, employee-owned fi rms, community-oriented nonprofi t 
organizations, local government agencies, local public-private partner-
ships, fair-trade cooperatives, and credit unions are all elements of an 
alternative global economy that is not necessarily based on the assump-
tions of endless growth and maximization of profi ts regardless of costs 
to the environment and society. To the extent that localists engage in the 
work of building an alternative global economy, the localist movement 
can be viewed as a sibling of the anti-globalization movements. Of 
course, with a class address in the small-business sector rather than in 
the working class, the peasantry, or the green middle class, localists tend 
to adopt a reformist, market-oriented, and policy-oriented repertoire of 
action instead of street protest. With those limitations in mind, I suggest 
that localism has a place to play alongside other anti-globalization move-
ments for the transformation of the world’s economy.

As a political phenomenon, localism cannot be classifi ed easily within 
the traditional left-right polarities of the political fi eld. With its anti-
corporate but not anti-capitalist politics, the movement has accumulated 
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naysayers on both the traditional political right and left. One often-heard 
verdict on localism, generally coming from neoliberal quarters and the 
big-business sector, is that its economics are protectionist. Even worse, 
localism represents the dying gasp of small businesses that are being 
swept away by the effi ciencies of the global economy. For example, the 
critics argue, when cities enact zoning restrictions that limit the number 
of franchise stores or the size of retail stores, or when they enact procure-
ment policies in favor of local businesses, they are creating marketplace 
ineffi ciencies akin to trade barriers. The policies lessen the advantages to 
all that are accrued through free trade across regions and countries. I 
have examined a variety of such ineffi ciency criticisms and the responses 
that one can fi nd in the localist literature. Perhaps the most fundamental 
response is the argument made by the localist leader Michael Shuman: 
any policies that might appear to be protectionist in favor of locally 
owned independent businesses still fall far short of the many government 
subsidies in favor of global corporations, such as tax reductions, zoning 
changes, infrastructure support, and other transfers to the nonlocal 
sector. From this perspective, localists are not advocating protectionism 
for small businesses as much as they are seeking to level a playing fi eld 
that is heavily tilted away from locally owned businesses, which generally 
do pay their full tax burden and often end up footing the bill for the 
economic development projects that favor nonlocal capital.1

Another possible verdict on localism, coming especially from the 
radical and liberal positions in the political fi eld, is that it is a failure on 
environmental and justice grounds. Those critics of localism argue that 
the small-business sector of the economy has done little to address fun-
damental problems of ecological sustainability, and likewise the sector 
does not adequately address problems of inequality. Localism can be 
reduced to a fashion of Saturday mornings spent meeting and greeting 
friends at the local farmers’ market and Saturday afternoons spent on 
green home-improvement projects or shopping at local stores. In such 
instances individuals may fi nd the good life, but they may be turning 
their backs on the world’s environmental and social problems. More-
over, the emphasis on the marketplace through “buy local” and fair-
trade campaigns plays into the anti-statist and devolutionary politics of 
neoliberalism and repeats the failed political strategy of withdrawal 
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found in communalism. Even where the green and local converge, critics 
such as the sociologist James O’Connor note that most ecological prob-
lems cannot be solved at the local level. From the liberal and radical 
perspective, localism is not only a failure but a dangerous diversion of 
political energy from the proper target of action in an era of global capi-
talism: protest-based social movements directed at the nation-state, inter-
national governmental organizations, and multinational corporations.2

By drawing attention to the diversity of localist politics, I have sug-
gested that the potentially pernicious streak identifi ed by critics of the 
left can be separated from more globally oriented, sustainable, and just 
forms. As a movement localism can also open out to coalitions with other 
social movements, such as the anti-globalization, environmental, and 
fair-trade movements. Such approaches can be identifi ed with regularity 
in some localist organizations, especially those affi liated with the Busi-
ness Alliance for Local Living Economies. I have also identifi ed a range 
of organizations where local ownership concerns have come together 
with justice and/or sustainability goals, including reuse centers, commu-
nity gardens, nonprofi t urban farms, some types of locally owned elec-
tricity and public transportation, and some forms of independent media. 
Where localist organizations exhibit a self-conscious understanding of 
the position of geographically localized communities in a global economy 
and a concern with issues of sustainability and justice, they can develop 
deeper and, to use the phrase of Melanie DuPuis and David Goodman 
again, more “refl exive politics.” In this book I have gone beyond the 
recognition of a need for refl exive politics to draw out and analyze 
instances that already exist. Localism can offer a vision of what kind of 
local and global society we want to live in rather than a defensive and 
uncaring posture with respect to the rest of world. It is possible for 
individuals, families, and communities to engage in a form of localism 
that is rooted in a broader analysis of the fundamental contradiction 
between an economy governed by amoral publicly traded corporations 
and the need to have an economy that solves global problems of sustain-
ability, justice, and democracy.3

Nevertheless, it will be necessary to continue to inspect carefully 
locally owned and controlled enterprises at a variety of points of action: 
missions, products, production processes, labor and organizational prac-
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tices, and political positions. To be successful, independent business 
associations should be concerned with more than getting consumers to 
“buy local” in order to preserve small businesses and local fl avor. Local 
businesses should also function in socially and environmentally respon-
sible ways, connect the politics of community sovereignty with those of 
justice and sustainability, and link the improvement of local communities 
with national and international programs of economic reform. “Buy 
local” campaigns can be a helpful tactic in a broader strategy of eco-
nomic reform, but in a global economy consumers could also be educated 
about the value of buying from independently owned values-oriented 
companies regardless of their location. New zoning regulations that 
favor locally owned independent businesses can be a helpful tactic, but 
citizens and politicians could also embrace the broader challenge of cor-
porate reform as outlined in the previous chapter. Mobilizations to stop 
the incursions of global corporations that are willing to place the quality 
of life of a region at risk may be necessary, but as environmental justice 
activists have long noted, such “not in my backyard” struggles could be 
linked to global environmental justice campaigns in order to avoid shift-
ing a polluter from one site to another.4

The Signifi cance of Localism

One might agree with my conclusion that the localist movement is vari-
able and that there are wings of the movement that contribute to the 
goal of building a more sustainable and just society, but one might still 
wonder whether localism is a politically signifi cant phenomenon or 
whether it is merely a small diversion in the fl ood tides of globalization. 
Is localism historically trivial, or is it signifi cant? It will be impossible to 
answer the question for decades, but it is possible to look at some under-
lying conditions and trends that affect the prognosis of localism. For 
example, as a reform movement localism offers several advantages that 
suggest some potential for widespread political signifi cance. First, people 
care about their communities and can sometimes be mobilized to politi-
cal action over local political issues when similar issues at a broader 
geographical scale do not attract the same degree of passion. There is 
mobilization potential in this movement. Second, the banner of local 
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ownership provides a broad political frame under which cross-class and 
cross-ethnic coalitions can be built. The mobilization potential is broad. 
Third, the movement has an economic base in the small-business sector, 
local nonprofi t organizations, and locally controlled public enterprises, 
where organizational and economic resources can be made available for 
supporting reform action. The mobilization potential has access to 
economic resources. Fourth, the repertoire of action, which involves a 
mixture of political reform and consumption politics rather than street 
protest, is appealing to those who may be reluctant to assume the risks 
of violent repression that accompanies extra-institutional political action 
such as street protest. There is limited potential for heavy repression.

Given those conditions, one might expect to fi nd favorable growth 
trends. One measure is the growth of the two alliance organizations in 
the United States, AMIBA and BALLE. In less than a decade, indepen-
dent business associations in Boulder and Philadelphia grew into national 
umbrella organizations with dozens of affi liated organizations. By 2008 
localism was a vibrant grassroots movement with a strong economic base 
in the small-business and community-oriented-nonprofi t sectors. The 
growth trends suggest that interest in and support for locally owned and 
controlled enterprises will continue to increase in future decades.

However, the history of localist efforts from the 1920s and the 1930s, 
when an anti-chain-store movement achieved signifi cant legislative vic-
tories before fi zzling out, should serve as a cautionary tale. A similar fate 
befell the appropriate-technology movement of the 1970s. Although 
localism in the early 2000s has adopted a different strategy from the 
anti-chain-store movement and is considerably more pragmatic than 
the “small is beautiful” economics of the 1970s, might it also be over-
whelmed by the fl oodtides of corporate consolidation? One outcome is 
that localism as a political reform movement could evolve into a specialty 
niche market that provides local fl avor and locally oriented goods and 
services with a social and environmental responsibility message. Mean-
while, one might further argue, the bulk of consumption increasingly 
will be channeled into the big-box stores, Internet-based corporate retail, 
and globalized systems of production and distribution with very weak 
certifi cation systems. A drive to the edge of any city in the United States, 
not to mention increasingly cities in many other parts of the world, sug-
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gests that the era of superstores is only just beginning, and an inspection 
of their products reveals increasing awareness of the marketplace poten-
tial of labeling and certifi cation schemes.

Furthermore, when one looks more closely at growth statistics, the 
argument that localist organizations are relatively insignifi cant becomes 
more credible. On the one hand, there is evidence for dramatic growth 
in a wide range of localist organizations and projects, not just indepen-
dent business associations but also community-supported agriculture 
farms, farmers’ markets, community gardens, distributed and off-grid 
energy production, locally owned biofuel companies, community-
controlled electricity, energy conservation, car-sharing programs, public 
transportation, ecovillages, cohousing, the reuse industry, credit unions, 
community health programs, free clinics, and community media. On the 
other hand, when placed against the broader backdrop of market share, 
the exemplars of localism remain relatively small and economically insig-
nifi cant, at least in the United States.5

Consider two examples to show how growth fi gures can be deceptive. 
Farmers’ markets represent one dramatic success story for localism, 
because they grew from about 300 across the United States in 1970 to 
more than 4,000 in 2006, when they had surpassed $2 billion in sales. 
However, the absolute market share pales in comparison with the $1 
trillion that Americans spend on food each year. Likewise, community-
supported agriculture (CSA), in which consumers pay a seasonal subscrip-
tion fee for a weekly bag of groceries from a local farm, has also undergone 
dramatic growth since its importation to the United States in the 1980s. 
In 20 years, the number of CSA farms went from zero to as many as 
1,700. However, a study of the average revenue of such farms in 2002 
indicated that it was only approximately $10,000, so the overall revenue 
from CSA farms was again minuscule relative to farm revenue.6

Skeptics could argue that the high growth rates but small overall 
market shares are suggestive of a mixture of social movement and niche 
industry that, like the organic food movement before it, has yet to 
become a target of appropriation by large corporations. In many mature 
industries, the general trend has been toward consolidation into larger 
and larger enterprises. This is the problem of scale for localism: how can 
locally owned businesses and other organizations grow to become the 
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dominant part of industries for which the trend is toward corporate 
consolidation and franchises?

To answer the question, it is fi rst worth remembering that a large part 
of the American economy still rests in the hands of small and medium-
size businesses, many of which are locally owned and privately held. 
Although there is a trend toward consolidation, it can be explained as a 
result of public policies that favor larger corporations rather than 
“natural” effi ciencies of marketplace dynamics. Arguments that assume 
that larger enterprises are always more effi cient are increasingly discred-
ited, and much of the contemporary wisdom within the private sector 
points to the value of agility that can accompany small, entrepreneurial 
organizations that work together in cooperative networks. As Michael 
Shuman showed in The Small-Mart Revolution, some industries are 
consolidating, but others show signs of decentralization. But if the 
outcome of the confl icting trends of ongoing consolidation and decen-
tralization is historically contingent, what factors will determine which 
direction becomes dominant? I suggest that there are three main factors 
that will determine the eventual historical signifi cance of localism.7

First, the fate of localism will depend largely on innovations in fi nan-
cial products and markets and regulatory reforms that support locally 
owned independent businesses. Although “buy local” campaigns are a 
helpful starting point for consumer education, they will be ineffective 
unless they are accompanied by “bank local” and “invest local” cam-
paigns. Otherwise, investment will continue to fl ow into global corpora-
tions. Solving the investment problem will require developing innovative 
fi nancial products and government programs, as well as changing regula-
tory barriers that make it diffi cult for individuals to allocate a greater 
portion of retirement savings to the local economy.

In addition to favorable government policies and innovation in fi nan-
cial products, a second factor that will affect the relative success of 
localism is the capacity of the movement to provide leadership in the 
transformation of the private sector toward triple bottom line practices. 
Once small businesses take the step from self-defi nition as locally owned 
independent enterprises to socially and environmentally responsible 
enterprises, they are able to project a coherent message that their form 
of business responsibility is structurally superior to that of publicly 
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traded corporations. Although large corporations may claim to embrace 
social and environmental responsibility missions, they are often unable 
or unwilling to carry through on such promises because they have a 
fi duciary responsibility to anonymous shareholders who demand ongoing 
growth of profi tability and revenue as the single or paramount goal. 
Large corporations may embrace the rhetoric of triple bottom line 
thinking and stakeholder governance, but they are legally responsible 
to perform based on the single bottom line of profi tability. In contrast, 
privately held small businesses provide a more credible vehicle for recon-
fi guring the business world as a source of solutions to environmental and 
social problems. To the extent that this structural condition can become 
a platform for leadership, the localist movement is likely to gain both 
credibility and consumer support. That credibility will be enhanced when 
we fi nd large publicly traded corporations deciding to repurchase stock 
and “go private” in order to have the freedom to pursue social and 
environmental reform.

The third factor that will affect the fate of localism is the ability to 
reposition it as part of the broader project of building an alternative 
global economy of “global localism.” Many small, independent produc-
ers who are strongly committed to their communities want to sell their 
products in both local and nonlocal markets, and locally made products 
are not always available to consumers. In order for localism to work in 
a global economy, there must be a way of connecting consumers in one 
location with nonlocal products made by distant, independent, small 
businesses that share social and environmental responsibility values. The 
strategy of “global localism” would involve transforming the localist 
retail industry from hybrid localism—locally owned and independent but 
selling nonlocal products often made by publicly traded corporations—
to a retail industry that sells products with a signifi cantly different prov-
enance from that of the chain stores. As BALLE’s co-founder Judy Wicks 
says, localism would involve supporting efforts everywhere to build a 
local living economy by purchasing both from locally owned indepen-
dent businesses in one’s region and from similar businesses throughout 
the world.8

To date fair-trade and fair-made products are the closest approxima-
tion to a solution that would connect consumers with values-oriented, 



250  Conclusion

locally owned, independent producers outside their home locale. An 
emerging body of scholarship indicates that the world of alternative trade 
organizations has attained signifi cant achievements but, like localism, 
also faces signifi cant challenges. The challenges include gender equity in 
farmers’ cooperatives, lack of understanding of fair trade by farmers in 
developing countries, and cooptation of “fair trade” labels by large cor-
porations that have developed their own certifi cation schemes. Further-
more, the prospect of integrating alternative trade networks with localism 
also raises the question of how “fair trade” schemes of alternative trade 
organizations can be brought together with the “fair bought” politics of 
localism. In the early stages of the fair-trade movement, small farmers, 
cooperatives, and craftspeople in low-income countries sold to consum-
ers in wealthy countries through nonprofi t stores operated by religious 
organizations, such as Ten Thousand Villages. Fair-trade organizations 
decided to scale up by selling the products through corporate retail 
outlets. The decision to sell through corporate retail chains granted pro-
ducers access to more consumers, but in the process the fair-trade move-
ment has become less integrated with retail localism. The change has also 
facilitated the development of misleading certifi cation schemes by retail 
and food processing companies.9

The early fair-trade model suggests the possibility of a different type 
of product label that more consistently embodies the idea of local owner-
ship throughout the commodity chain, from small manufacturers and 
farmers’ cooperatives to locally owned independent stores. A “global 
localism” label or some other way of bringing about fair-made and “buy 
local” convergence in the marketplace would allow consumers to par-
ticipate in an economy that is parallel to that of the publicly traded cor-
poration. The Internet may provide a great resource for connecting such 
businesses. To the extent that “global localism” emerges, localism may 
end up being defi ned as based less on place than on the principles of 
independent ownership, environmental stewardship, fair working con-
ditions, and concern for place-based communities that improve social 
conditions for both production and consumption. A second-generation 
iteration on both fair trade and localism could bring the two together 
under the mantle of “fair-made and fair-bought” products.10
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Will Localism Be Co-opted?

To the extent that localism is successful, it will face a new risk of coopta-
tion, because large corporations will come to see localist rhetoric as a 
new market opportunity. For example, retail corporations will begin to 
feature and test local products much in the way that they tested organic 
products and brought them into conventional commodity chains. The 
process of incorporation or absorption into the mainstream generally 
also entails transformation of the more movement-based alternative, as 
I have explored in some detail for several industries in Alternative Path-
ways in Science and Industry. Will localism transform the world of large 
publicly traded corporations or simply be absorbed by them?

One example of appropriation is the confusing status of foods that are 
grown with a local designation (e.g., “Vermont maple syrup”) for sales 
mostly in nonlocal markets. The foods utilize place-based branding for 
differentiation in a crowded global marketplace, and as a result they are 
less an example of localism than of how the local can become branded 
for sale in global commodity chains. Here the concept of the “local” 
does not necessarily have any linkages with social and environmental 
responsibility goals, and companies that produce “local” products may 
not even be locally owned or privately held. The development of place-
based (sometimes called “terroir”) brands will create confusion in the 
consumer marketplace over what exactly is being valued when the phrase 
“buy local” is invoked. Here, advocates of localism will benefi t from 
drawing attention to the distinction between products produced and sold 
by locally owned and independent businesses and those that have a place-
based designation but are produced and sold by multinational corpora-
tions. Creating and maintaining that distinction in a marketplace of 
increased product labeling diversity will be a fundamental but signifi cant 
challenge.11

Another example of the potential incorporation and transformation 
of localism involves the inclusion of locally made or grown products 
within the offerings of corporate retailers. For example, in one super-
market that I visited, a display of produce proudly labeled “locally 
grown” was the fi rst item that I encountered upon entry. It was, alas, 
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just one display in a very large store. In this example, the supermarket 
was a large but privately held metropolitan chain with a deep civic com-
mitment to its area and surrounding foodshed, but if it had been a 
nonlocal publicly traded corporation, then the locally grown food would 
have been sold locally but severed from locally owned independent retail 
stores.

“Corporate localism” may sound like an oxymoron, but Wal-Mart, 
always attuned to future consumer trends, has already begun testing a 
“buy local” program that advertises products made within the state of 
Ohio and sold at an Ohio-based branch of the store. Likewise, craft 
breweries that are subsidiaries of large corporations are avoiding use of 
the name of the corporate parent when developing and marketing their 
beer. Another opportunity for cooptation comes from franchises. For 
example, one local franchise in my region has a sign hanging by the cash 
register: “locally owned and independent.” Of course, it is not “inde-
pendent” in the sense used by the independent business associations. 
They generally exclude franchises from their memberships, because fran-
chise rules restrict local purchasing preferences and many other policies 
that could enable import substitution. However, it will take a vibrant 
localist movement to discredit such framings as local wash.12

Through strategies of absorption, large corporations may decide to sell 
a percentage of locally made products as loss leaders in order to siphon 
off consumers from locally owned retail stores. At that point localism 
will have achieved a partial victory alongside partial cooptation. To some 
degree, the histories of the 1970s appropriate-technology movement and 
the early organic farming movement will be repeated: there will be incor-
poration into mainstream industry but also transformation and dilution. 
Unless independent business associations adopt a strategy of global local-
ism, one can easily imagine a situation in which the locally oriented 
consumer is faced with the choice of buying a nonlocal product from a 
locally owned retail outlet, such as nonlocal fruit sold in the local food 
cooperative, or a local product from a nonlocal chain store.

A similar choice involves shopping at a locally owned independent 
retail store or buying socially and environmentally responsible products 
in a nonlocal retail store. Some large retail companies have embraced 
environmental public-relations campaigns and reframed their products 
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and retail stores as green, and they have also started to offer fair-made 
and fair-trade products. If such products were to become more widely 
available in the corporate retail stores than in the small independent 
retailers, then consumers would be put in a bind between choosing 
between one type of product preference (socially and environmentally 
responsible products) and another (locally owned independent stores). 
The distinction between fair made and fair bought could be set up as a 
consumer choice rather than a marketplace convergence. Large corporate 
retailers would be able to divide consumers and get some to shift the 
goal of buying locally to a position in their consumer preferences below 
buying from socially and/or environmental responsible producers. Fur-
thermore, keeping track of all the various designations of products (such 
as local, organic, and fair-trade) could produce “label fatigue” and con-
fusion in the marketplace. Some consumers may simply give up on the 
idea of consumption as a political practice and revert back to consumer-
ist visions of shopping.13

Because of the complex patterns of appropriation that are emerging, 
the locally owned independent store can only win by paying attention 
to the provenance of its products and by joining in a vigorous indepen-
dent business association that promotes a strong message, storefront 
branding, and other techniques of consumer education. If it shifts toward 
what I call the “global localist” paradigm and sells products that are 
from other locally owned, independent, and socially and environmentally 
responsible enterprises located throughout the world, then it will offer 
something that the big-box store cannot, because the retail end of the 
commodity chain is also locally owned. However, the locally owned 
independent store will also have leveraged a transformation of corporate 
retail by pushing it to include locally owned, socially and environmen-
tally responsible, independent enterprises in its product mix. Further-
more, as retail shifts increasingly to the Internet, localism will have a 
coherent message for consumers. Similar to the idea of a “triple bottom 
line,” localism will exhort web-based consumers to pay attention to the 
double provenance of fair-made and fair-bought products: made by 
locally owned and independent producers in accordance with the best 
environmental and social standards, and sold through a locally owned 
and independent Internet retailer that also meets the best standards of 
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social and environmental responsibility. Organizational certifi cations 
such as B corporation status might be brought in to provide transparency 
and credibility for claims of social and environmental responsibility.

As was suggested in chapter 7, the Internet raises a complex set of 
issues for localism. Independent booksellers cringe when a customer asks 
for an item that is out of stock, the seller offers to order it, and the cus-
tomer says, “No, thanks. I’ll get it on Amazon.” But independent book-
sellers have also developed websites that make it possible for consumers 
to identify locally owned independent stores. Small retailers can also sell 
books and other products on the Internet, either on their own websites 
or in aggregations. The next phase of Internet use is to defi ne commodity 
chains that use locally owned socially and environmentally responsible 
organizations, from the producer to the retailer. There is tremendous 
potential for moving the retail product side of localism online, because 
the Internet offers the opportunity for shopping convenience that is 
generally missing in the small, mom-and-pop shops, which have limited 
hours and inventories.

The problems that I have outlined in this section apply most to the 
retail industry, especially stores that sell manufactured products and 
processed food. Fresh food is somewhat different from other retail prod-
ucts because of the quality of the food and the comfort associated with 
purchasing from local farmers. The service industries are also more 
resistant to corporate cooptation, because local reputations allow the 
better service-oriented fi rms to survive at a small scale. In fact, the com-
bination of service with retail and resale, such as a bicycle store that 
specializes in new high-quality products, low-price used bicycles, and 
repairs, is one way for small retail stores to survive the intense competi-
tive pressures from larger retailers and etailers.

To some extent the problems of corporate competition that retail faces 
also apply to the media industry, where large corporations are utilizing 
the Internet in their hyperlocalization strategies to build online social 
networks of place-based communities. The hyperlocalized online com-
munities can then become sources of advertising revenue that are returned 
as profi ts to distant media and communications companies. As in the 
retail fi eld, the community media fi eld will have to draw attention to the 
value of local ownership and the “be the media” potential of media 



Conclusion  255

localism. Here, the nonprofi t status of locally owned media and the 
educational programs that enable those organizations to train members 
of the local community will enable differentiation from the hyperlocal-
ization projects of corporate media.

The situation is less parallel with retail in the cases of public electricity 
power and public transportation, because public ownership weakens the 
potential for the pattern of incorporation and transformation of localism 
that is more evident in the retail industry. Furthermore, there is greater 
potential for energy production to become localized through the devel-
opment of distributed, renewable energy systems and hydrogen fuel cells 
for storage. In summary: It is again necessary to pay attention to the 
varieties of localism before making generalizations, because the risk of 
incorporation and transformation described for the retail industry will 
not necessarily appear in the same form in other industries, such as 
media, energy, and public transportation.

Localism, Collapse, and Resilience

In addition to the potential that localism offers as one countervailing 
force to corporate-led globalization, the movement may also play a role 
in reducing the fragility of society when confronted with disaster. No 
one knows what the world will look like in 2050, but the trends suggest 
scenarios that would better be described as thorny rather than rosy: 
accelerating climate change, pervasive chemical pollution in the bio-
sphere, post-peak oil and natural gas, higher amounts of coal consump-
tion, heavy strains on water supplies, infrastructures unequipped to 
handle fl ooding and drought, a world population of 9 billion people with 
at least one-fi fth living in slums, increased terrorism and crime, height-
ened surveillance, greater civil liberties abuses, intensifi ed struggle for 
global resources between China and the West, and privatized armies and 
police forces prone to ruthless violence. Given such systemic strains, it 
seems likely that disasters of all sorts—natural, human, and hybrid—will 
occur with increasing frequency.

As the journalist Naomi Klein has argued, disasters have become 
political opportunities for elites to push forward a neoliberal agenda at 
moments when resistance movements and local governments are crip-
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pled. Rather than use disasters to rebuild sociotechnical systems so that 
future catastrophes can be prevented, elites have seized the opportunities 
to put in place programs that enable them to increase their accumulation 
of wealth via the growth of large publicly traded corporations and the 
dismantling of public agencies and small-businesses. Corporate leaders 
may respond to disasters with public displays of emergency humanitarian 
assistance, which after all has good public-relations value and enhances 
the brand in the marketplace, but at the same time they often support 
political efforts to increase the scope of neoliberal governance, including 
the privatization of disaster relief and reconstruction. A perverse feed-
back loop operates in which neoliberalism generates the lack of invest-
ment in infrastructure and prevention that would mitigate disasters, but 
when the disasters occur, opportunities are opened for further neoliberal 
reforms. If neoliberalism remains an enduring feature of the political 
landscape of the twenty-fi rst century, and if one agrees with the criticisms 
of liberals, radicals, and localists alike that neoliberalism is not likely to 
solve the world’s social and environmental crises, then one is left with 
an uncomfortable prognosis for the twenty-fi rst century: collapse in the 
form of an increasing frequency and variety of disaster.14

In the 30-year update of the infl uential book The Limits to Growth, 
the authors claimed that the world’s human population had exceeded its 
carrying capacity on a number of dimensions, and they showed that their 
scenarios of overshoot and collapse were becoming realized. They sug-
gested that collapse will ensue over a time scale of decades reaching into 
the middle of the twenty-fi rst century. The poor countries and even some 
of the poor within the wealthy countries will face increasing episodes of 
starvation, epidemics, droughts, fl oods, deforestation, crime waves, riots, 
and warfare. The prospect of a grim twenty-fi rst century is a far cry from 
the vision of a coordinated, planned, multilateral response to world 
poverty and environmental destruction articulated in the United Nations’ 
documents of the 1980s and the 1990s, let alone the optimism that still 
pervades the proclamations of green corporations and mainstream politi-
cal leaders. Although the transition scenario and policies outlined in the 
previous chapter are a hopeful prescription, I am convinced that, as the 
twenty-fi rst century unfolds, most of the proposed reforms will not be 
enacted. Well into twenty-fi rst century, when the history of disasters and 
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political instability becomes more poignant, elites may begin to accept 
signifi cant reforms, much as occurred in the United States during the 
Great Depression. Until that point is reached, we may see the ongoing 
promulgation of policies that increasingly isolate the wealthy countries 
from the poor ones and the wealthy within countries from their poorer 
neighbors. With isolation will come increasing levels of surveillance and 
authoritarianism.15

The responses to civilizational collapse in the past are a sobering 
warning for the prospects of today’s global economy. The anthropologi-
cal record suggests that when small-scale, non-industrial societies have 
exceeded their local carrying capacity, they have developed a few basic 
types of innovations with some regularity: warfare and trade, to gain 
access to resources controlled by neighboring societies; stockpiling and 
social reorganization, to make more effi cient use of existing resources 
and to smooth out periods of resource shortages; and technological 
change, to make more effi cient use of resources. The solutions give a 
fairly good picture of our world today: resource wars, decline of trade 
barriers, stockpiling of energy resources, privatization and deregulation, 
and technological innovation. Resource wars, free trade, privatization, 
deregulation, and other policies sanctioned by neoliberal political ideolo-
gies legitimate a global economic system that allows the world’s more 
powerful countries to continue to have access to the resources of the less 
powerful. Only technological innovation and social reorganization hold 
out any hope of a long-term, equitable, and harmonious solution to the 
world’s pressing problems of fi nding a way to live within ecological limits 
that does not jettison most of the world’s poor into a pit of misery and 
genocide. However, even if the modern global economy is technically 
capable of providing the needed innovation in time to avoid the more 
horrifi c scenarios of global collapse, the growth logic of the publicly 
traded corporation and the fi nancial markets that guide it will, in my 
view, make it impossible to achieve the change before human suffering 
on an unprecedented scale occurs.16

In the anthropological literature on collapse, a hopeful fi nding is that 
similar catastrophes, even the same environmental events such as a global 
cooling episode, can have very different effects in different societies. 
The explanation has hinged on the concept of “resilience,” that is, the 



258  Conclusion

fl exibility and adaptability of the society’s institutions to dramatic 
changes such as disaster. It seems likely that climate change and other 
ecological changes will increase the frequency and severity of disaster, 
as will warfare over increasingly valued and strained natural resources. 
The worst effects will probably be shouldered by the poor in the coastal 
regions of Africa, Latin America, and South and Southeast Asia. Collapse 
could also be more pervasive, but whatever its scope, it will likely take 
different forms in different places. A world based on free-market neolib-
eralism is hardly in a good position to develop the resilience needed to 
confront collapse in a responsible way. In contrast, a democratic world 
in which the political priorities of nation-states and international gov-
ernmental organizations enable regional communities to have greater 
control over their economic and political destinies would be in a better 
position to put in place the structures—from the mundane, such as public 
sewerage and water control systems to the intangible, such as networks 
of trust and self-help—that are required to build societal resilience. 
Clearly, the construction of resilient societies will require reforms up and 
down the geographical scale, from global fi nancial institutions through 
national governments to the local level. In my mind, localism can be part 
of the solution, not part of the problem, especially if it continues to 
develop in the ways that I have outlined in this book. As the collapse 
scenarios of the twenty-fi rst century unfold, the world will need all the 
partial solutions and all the resilience it can muster.17
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on the broader resale industry has been published (e.g., Horne and Maddrell 
2002: 118–135), little has been published on reuse centers (Andrews and Maurer 
2001).

15. Case studies in Hess et al. 2007.

16. Case study of Austin’s Re-Store in Hess et al. 2007.
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17. Case study of the Rebuilding Center in Hess et al. 2007.

18. Case studies of the Austin Re-Store, the Loading Dock, and The Reuse 
People in Hess et al. 2007.

19. Case studies of the Austin Re-Store, Rebuilding Center, and Recycle North 
in Hess et al. 2007. Also see Green Worker Cooperative 2007.

20. Case studies of the Austin Re-Store, Construction Junction, Rebuilding 
Center, and Urban Ore in Hess et al. 2007.

21. Case studies of ReCycle North and the Loading Dock in Hess et al. 2007.

Chapter 5

1. On the 100-mile challenge, see Smith and MacKinnon 2007. See also King-
solver 2007: 1–23; McKibben 2007: 46–94.

2. On the local trap, see Born and Purcell 2006. On defensive localism, see 
Winter 2003. On parochialism and localism, see Hinrichs 2003.

3. On the Cascadian Farms case, see Pollan 2006b: 144–145, 151–158. On the 
bifurcation thesis, see Campbell and Liepens 2001; Guthman 2002, 2004: 14–41; 
Lockie and Halpin 2005.

4. Hinrichs and Allen 2007; Goodman and Goodman 2007; DuPuis and 
Goodman 2005. See also Allen et al. 2003; DuPuis et al. 2006; Guthman et al. 
2006; Harrison 2004; Hinrichs and Allen 2008; Trauger 2007. On the tradeoff 
between direct sales and small storeowners, see Morris and Bueller 2003. On 
localism and food security issues, see Ferris et al. 2001; Gottlieb 2001: 181–272; 
Gottlieb and Fisher 1996; Guthman et al. 2006; Hinrichs 2003. On saving small 
farms as itself a kind of justice issue, see Bell 2004: 56–58.

5. Lawson 2005: 23–117; von Hassell 2002: 27–58.

6. Ferris et al. 2001. On nutrition education, see Flanigan and Varma 2006; 
Hess et al. 2007. On the British study, see Holland 2004. On the upstate New 
York study, see Armstrong 2000.

7. On the upstate New York study, see Armstrong 2000. On the Philadelphia 
study, see Hanna and Oh 2000. On the New York City gardens, see Schmelzkopf 
1996, 2002; Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004.

8. I conducted site visits and interviews in Philadelphia, Portland, Sacramento, 
San Francisco, and Seattle. Graduate students studied Boston (Rachel Dowty), 
Cleveland (Colin Beech), Denver (Richard Arias Hernández), and Detroit (Govind 
Gopakumar).

9. On the two concepts of rights, see Staeheli et al. 2002.

10. Case studies of the Cleveland, Denver, and Seattle community gardens in 
Hess et al. 2007.

268  Notes to Chapters 4 and 5



11. City of Sacramento 2004; City of Portland 2008; case studies of the Portland 
and Sacramento community gardens in Hess et al. 2007.

12. Case studies of San Francisco and Philadelphia community gardens in Hess 
et al. 2007.

13. On the issue of scale and neoliberalism, see also Peck and Tickell 2002.

14. On the changes in food security politics, see Eisinger 1998: 91–122; 
Poppendieck 1998: 4–19; Tarasuk and Eakin 2003.

15. On the neoliberal policies and New York, see Harvey 2005: 44–48. On 
Operation Green Thumb, see Smith and Kurtz 2003.

16. Smith and Kurtz 2003; Staeheli et al. 2002.

17. Smith and Kurtz 2003; DuPuis et al. 2006.

18. City of Boston 2002; case study of Boston community gardens in Hess 
et al. 2007.

19. City of Sacramento 2008; case study of Sacramento community gardens 
in; Hess et al. 2007.

20. Case study of Seattle community gardens in Hess et al. 2007.

21. Case study of Portland Community Gardens in Hess et al. 2007.

22. On the new zoning law, see Brady 2007. On community gardening in 
Cleveland more generally, see Kious 2004; EcoCity Cleveland 2007; Hess et al. 
2007.

23. On the Detroit community gardens see Hess et al. 2007. On Los Angeles 
see South Central Farms 2008.

24. Staeheli et al. 2002.

25. Case study of Boston community gardens in Hess et al. 2007. See also City 
of Boston 2002.

26. Case study of Seattle community gardens in Hess et al. 2007.

27. Case study of Philadelphia community gardens in Hess et al. 2007; Pennsyl-
vania Horticultural Society 2007.

28. Friends of Portland Community Gardens 2007; Growing Gardens 2007.

29. Case study of San Francisco community gardens in Hess et al. 2007.

30. Detroit’s “Farm a Lot” program of community assistance begin in the Offi ce 
of Neighborhoods in the mayor’s offi ce, was transferred to the Recreation 
Department, and appears to have been discontinued in 2006 (Kavanaugh 
2006).

31. Case studies of Sacramento and Seattle community gardens in Hess et al. 
2007

32. American Community Gardening Association 2008a, b.

33. On rooftop gardens and condominium development, see the case study 
of Seattle community gardens in Hess et al. 2007. For an overview of the 
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entrepreneurial urban farm, including for-profi t farms, see Kaufman and Bailkey 
2000: 10–54.

34. Soil Born Urban Agriculture Project 2008; Zenger Urban Agricultural Park 
2008; case studies of Sacramento and Portland community gardens in Hess 
et al. 2007.

35. Case study of San Francisco community gardens in Hess et al. 2007; City 
of San Francisco 2007.

36. ReVision House 2008; Food Project 2008; Denver Urban Gardens 2008; 
Earth Works 2008; case studies of Boston, Denver, and Detroit in Hess et al. 
2007.

37. One might also argue that the nonprofi t farm is an example of post-produc-
tivism in agriculture. But, as I discussed in chapter 2, there are several critiques 
of the value of the concept, which in any case was developed more for rural 
agriculture (e.g., Evans et al. 2002).

Chapter 6

1. This chapter builds on and extends Hess 2007a: 192–200, which includes a 
discussion of home power and reform efforts in support of green buildings.

2. On concern with visual impacts, see Pasqualetti 2002. On various negative 
effects, see Firestone and Kempton 2007.

3. On the gap between general and local acceptance and the pattern of decline, 
see Wolsink 2006. On cross-national comparisons, see Toke et al. 2008.

4. On local investment, see Breukers and Wolsink 2007; Gross 2007; Jobert 
et al. 2007. On the Denmark case, see Hvelpund 2006; Ladenburg 2008. For 
general background on the local wind ownership in the country, see Jørgensen 
and Karnøe 1996; Jørgensen and Strunge 2002; Sovacool et al. 2008. On wind 
in Wales, see Devine-Wright 2005; Hinshelwood 2001; Woods 2003. On Japan, 
see Maruyama et al. 2007. On community wind power in the US, see Bolinger 
2005. For more on fi nancing and political support, see Gubbins 2007; Heiman 
and Solomon 2004; Palm 2006; Reilly 2007.

5. For background literature on localism and energy in the United States, see 
Curtis and Anshuman 2004; Pickford 2001; Public Power 2003, 2006. In the 
United Kingdom, “community-based localism” in renewable energy policy 
appears to be gaining support (Walker et al. 2007). In the case of Vermont, my 
research is based on attending a conference session, bibliographic materials from 
the session, and reports on the organization’s website.

6. Hampton and Reno 2003: 88–93, 232. On the peak in public power utilities, 
see Schneiberg 2007.

7. Hampton and Reno 2003: 171–184. For more on the history of restructuring 
up to 1996, see Hirsh 1999: 207–271, 292–293.
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8. Paterson 2003: 14. A study by the American Public Power Association showed 
that in the aggregate public power providers compared favorably with investor 
owned utilities on a variety of emissions and renewable energy metrics (Pickford 
2001). On local energy more generally, see Morris 2001.

9. Case studies of Austin, Sacramento, and Seattle electric power in Hess et al. 
2007.

10. Ibid.

11. Ibid. On Seattle and the Kyoto Protocol, see Langston 2007.

12. Case study of Seattle City Light in Hess et al. 2007.

13. Ibid.

14. Ibid.

15. Ibid.

16. Case study of San Francisco Electric Power in Hess et al. 2007. See also 
Fenn 2004; Roberts 1999. On some problems that have emerged with the 
northern Ohio aggregation, see Littlechild 2007.

17. Ibid.

18. Ibid. The original case study has a long quote from Fenn on the point.

19. Effi ciency Vermont 2008a, 2008b; Sacks 2004.

20. Effi ciency Vermont 2008b, 2008c; Sacks 2004.

21. Effi ciency Vermont 2008b, 2008c.

22. On transit racism in the United States, see Bullard et al. 2004. On the Los 
Angeles mobilizations, see Bus Riders Union 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008. On 
Boston, see Alternatives for Community and Environment 2008; Duffy 2000; 
Saleos 2003.

23. Hess 2007b.

24. For more details, see Hess 2007b. There have been a handful of social science 
studies on sustainable transportation (e.g., Rosen 2001) and the transition to 
fuel-cell vehicles (e.g., Cohen 2006 and Hekkert and van de Hoed 2004), but 
my research and that of a companion essay (Valderrama and Beltrán 2007) are 
the fi rst to analyze controversies over clean fuel and bus technology from a social 
science perspective.

25. On carcinogens, see Weinhold 2002; International Agency for Research on 
Cancer 1989. On the World Health Organization, see International Programme 
on Chemical Safety 1996. On the 70 percent fi gure, see South Coast Air Quality 
Management District 2000. On the 41 contaminants, see California Air Resources 
Board 1998.

26. On non-attainment cities and the report in general, see Natural Resources 
Defense Council 1998.

27. For more details, see Hess 2007b; Prakesh 2007.
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28. On the federal standards, see Environmental Protection Agency 2006; 
Washington State University Extension Program 2004. On the California 
standards, see California Air Resources Board 2005b; Peckham 2003. On the 
48 versus 28 agencies, see California Air Resources Board 2005b.

29. I review the test data and fl eet decisions in more detail in Hess 2007b. On 
the test data, see California Air Resources Board 2002a, 2002b, 2004, 2005a; 
Cohen 2005; Melendez et al. 2005. On the Cleveland Study, see Heywood et al. 
2002. On the National Renewable Energy Laboratory study, see Eudy 2002. On 
Los Angeles, see Jager and Littman 2005. On the natural gas industry study, see 
Watt 2000.

30. Case study of Metro Transit in Hess et al. 2007.

31. Ibid.

32. Case study of Chattanooga Area Regional Transit Authority in Hess et al. 
2007.

33. Metro Transit of King County 2008.

34. Case study of Metro Transit in Hess et al. 2007; Morris 2006.

35. Bullard et al. 2004; Hess 2007b; case study of Alameda-Contra Costa 
County Transit in Hess et al. 2007.

36. Case study of Metro Transit in Hess et al. 2007.

Chapter 7

1. On the statistics, see Bagdikian 2000: preface. Barsamian (2001: 2) reviews 
the consolidation statistics as they increased in various editions of Bagdikian’s 
infl uential book. Alger (1988: 33) has come up with similar but somewhat longer 
lists that also included Microsoft, Gannett (newspapers), and the French con-
glomerate Matra-Hachette Filipacchi, but there is consensus on the issue that the 
mass media have become heavily dominated by a small number of fi rms. On 
consolidation in the American broadcast and radio media, see also Compaine 
and Gomery 2000: 1–26, 193–358. On the 1990s legislation, see Alger 1998: 
97–114.

2. For a review of the differing perspectives on consolidation, see Horwitz 2007. 
The size of the Gannet chain in 1998, in terms of both percentage of total cir-
culation and gross circulation, was about equivalent to that of the Hearst chain 
in 1946. On the newspaper chains, see Compaine and Gomery 2000: 12–13. On 
radio consolidation, see Hilliard and Keith 2005: 106–137.

3. On the reversal of ownership from World War II to 1989, see Bagdikian 2000: 
4. On the loss of participation and the demise of the fairness doctrine, see Hilliard 
and Keith 2005: 61–105, 140–147, 200–213; Napoli 2001.

4. Media localism from 1920 through 1934 may have refl ected the modernizing 
project of the national middle class rather than true concern with protecting local 
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media content, but the policies shifted after 1934 (Kirkpatrick 2006). On the 
history of the doctrine of media localism and policies, see Hilliard and Keith 
2005: 2, 31–49, 65; Horwitz 2007; Napoli 2007. On the “rule of sevens” and 
provisions of the 1996 act, see Nieto and Schmitt 2004: 169.

5. McChesney 2004: 58–63. On the government report, see Federal Communi-
cations Commission 2004.

6. On the commercialization of radio in the early twentieth century, see 
McChesney 1993: 12–37. On the failure of educational radio before the 1950s, 
see Leach 1999. On the relationship between policies of the period and media 
localism, see Hilliard and Keith 2005: 30–54.

7. On the events surrounding government support of public broadcasting, see 
Current.Org 2008. On concerns with media diversity and the civil rights move-
ment, see Horwitz 2007.

8. On the Nixon veto and history of the 1960s and the 1970s, see Barsamian 
2001: 10–61. On the European cases and the effects of quasi-advertising on 
public broadcasting in the United States, see Alger 1998: 207–227. On the direct 
censorship by conservatives, see Starr 2003. See also Citizens for Independent 
Public Broadcasting 1999. Even in Europe the position of public broadcasting 
eroded after 1980 due to satellite television and the rise of commercial stations. 
Venerable public broadcasting networks, such as the British Broadcasting Cor-
poration, lost audience for general shows (although not news), and it was under 
increasing pressure from its national government to adopt a more commercial 
posture.

9. Free Press 2008. The media watchdog organizations, which analyzed 
and criticized coverage, were themselves subject to attack from conservative 
organizations. For example, see Hearst 1996 on the progressive Fairness and 
Accuracy in Media Reporting organization and the conservative Media Research 
Center.

10. I make this claim based on several years of working on the circulation and 
fi nances of liberal and left publications that included some of the magazines 
mentioned above.

11. On the Ford Pinto story, see Dowie 1977. On the smoking story, see Blair 
1979. The discussion of the boycott is based on memory from when I worked 
there and at an affi liated organization, but it is also mentioned on various web-
sites. As with the commercial print media, nonprofi t progressive media can also 
seek the benefi ts of integrated print and electronic publishing. One example is 
Z-net, an off-shoot of Z Magazine that provides a free listserv and offers addi-
tional information services for contributors (Barsamian 2001: 63). I am not 
including in this discussion the more lifestyle-oriented magazines or home maga-
zines, many of which provide coverage of environmental and occasionally localist 
issues (e.g., Mother Earth News, Natural Home Magazine, and Utne Reader).

12. On the shift toward nonprofi t ownership in the newspaper industry, see 
Blitstein 2008.
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13. Again, the observations are based on working with various progressive 
nonprofi t non-governmental organizations and alternative press organizations 
during the 1970s and the early 1980s.

14. There is already a substantial literature on Pacifi ca and the confl icts of the 
late 1990s and the early 2000s. This paragraph draws mostly on Land 1999: 6, 
27–38, 74–78, 127–132 and on Lasar 1999: 1–26, 190–213, but see also 
Barsamian 2001: 75–82; McChesney 2001; Pierce 2002: 82–90; Walker 2002. 
On backfi re and the media, see Martin 2007: 169–218. As of the time of writing, 
Goodman’s program had returned to Pacifi ca and was also being broadcast to 
hundreds of community radio and public access television stations (Ratner 
2005).

15. See Free Speech 2008; Link TV 2008; OneWorld 2008.

16. See Embardo 2001. The Village Voice dates back to reform efforts in the 
city’s politics during the 1950s.

17. The statistics on the alternative weekly association are from the Association 
of Alternative Newsweeklies 2008. Total revenue for the association’s news-
papers was about $345 million in 1999 (Ardito 1999). The association required 
newspapers to be independent publishers, so the category is distinguished from 
the larger fi eld of 3000 community newspapers, represented by the Association 
of Free Community Papers. About 80 percent of the community newspapers were 
owned by dailies (Gilyard 2002). On the general effects of consolidation and 
comparison of the chains, see McAuliffe 1999; Utne Reader 1997. On the pur-
chase of Alternative Media, Inc., and the sale of other chains, see Hazen 2000. 
On the LA Weekly, see Wiener 2007.

18. On the specifi c case of the effects of acquisition on the East Bay Express, 
see Kingston 2001. On the related issue of dilution of labor politics in consoli-
dated weeklies, see Harris 2005a, 2005b.

19. On Gannett’s task force, see Gilyard 2002. On upward age drift, see Moses 
2002.

20. On the relocalization of radio during the 1950s, see Hilliard and Keith 2005: 
55–61. Statistics on the growth of community radio in the United States can be 
found in the Archives of the National Federation of Community Broadcasters 
(University of Maryland Libraries; http://www.lib.umd.edu). On the history in 
general, see Durlin and Melio 2000. On the Healthy Station Project, see Fairchild 
2001: 106. On the stations that were targeted for defunding and the impact on 
the stations oriented toward ethnic minority groups, see Dunaway 2002. On 
pressure to increase syndicated content, see Dunaway 2002; Nieckarz 2002; Starr 
2003.

21. On the role of public broadcasting and community broadcasting in limiting 
microbroadcasting, see Barlow 1988; Brand 2004; Fairchild 1998, 2001: 106–
107. On the FCC ruling in 2000 and the subsequent politics, see Dunbar-Hester 
2008; Karr 2005; Sakolsky 2001; Smith 2003.
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22. On diversity and media content, see Horwitz 2007. On the Federal Com-
munications Commission rulings and minority radio and television networks, see 
Browne 2005: 83–87. On growth of ethnic media in general and acquisitions, 
see Hsu 2002. On advertisers and discrimination, see Ofori 1999. On the effects 
of the loss of minority ownership on programming, see National Telecommuni-
cations and Information Administration 1997, 2000. On the negative effects of 
the post-1985 policies of the Federal Communications Commission, see Unity: 
Journalists of Color 2008; Wilson 2001. On minority representation in the 
national media, see American Society of Newspaper Editors 2007; Fears 2004; 
Unity: Journalists of Color 2004. On the claim of loss of African-American local 
news due to Clear Channel and Black Radio, see Black Commentator 2003. Since 
the 1970s, when African-Americans began moving to the suburbs, African-
American newspapers also faced fi nancial hardship, increasing dependence on 
white advertisers, and problems of redefi nition. In contrast, the television net-
works Black Entertainment Network, Telemundo, and Univision grew during 
the 1990s, largely through satellite links to cable television stations, and as they 
grew, they were able to improve news coverage. However, two of them were 
acquired by larger telecommunications fi rms, so they can no longer be counted 
as minority-owned media.

23. King and Mele 1999; Pierce 2002: 139–158. The Alliance for Community 
Media (2008), founded in 1976, represents 3000 PEG and community media 
organizations.

24. On the Bay area project, see Howley 2005: 73–74; Kubicek and Wagner 
2002. On the history of community networks, see Beamish 1999; Kubicek and 
Wagner 2002; Gurstein 2000: 12–13; Silver 2004. Castells (2001: 146–155) 
describes the history of the Amsterdam Digital City, Europe’s largest community 
network, and the confl icts that emerged between the foundation board and the 
activists who originated the network.

25. Barsamian 2001: 68–69; Pierce 2002: 167–169; Morris 2004; Platon and 
Deuze 2003; Sarver 2005.

26. On the statistic for blogs, see Kline and Burstein 2005: 3–24.

27. Case study of the Sustainable Business Network of Greater Philadelphia in 
Hess et al. 2007; Buy Local Philly 2008; Cassel 2005a, 2005b; Schimmel 2005a, 
2005b.

28. Nelton 1995, Schimmel 2006. In 2006 Knight-Ridder was sold to the 
McClatchy Group, another national chain, which subsequently sold the news-
paper to a group of local owners.

29. Churchill 2007; Hardin 2006; Schlett 2007.

30. The sample was taken from LexisNexus for the two-year period before April 
2007. Similar searches on the same database and another database revealed a 
huge overlap in articles. I read the fi rst 100 articles on the search.

31. Capital Times 2006; Wisconsin State Journal 2006.
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32. Capital Newspapers 2008.

33. MacDonald 2006.

34. On the coverage in the New York Times, see Burros 2006; McWilliams 
2007; D. Mitchell 2006; Rifkin 2006; Severson 2006. On the whole, the food 
columnist Michael Pollan is sympathetic to localism in food; see especially Pollan 
2006a. By 2008, some of the New York Times’s coverage was negative (Dubner 
2008; Tierney 2008). The discussion of national press coverage is based on 
extensive searches in multiple databases. On the television and radio coverage, 
see Hayes 2006; National Public Radio 2006; Sandell 2006. The television net-
works also picked up other reports, such as the Christian Science Monitor article, 
on their websites.

35. Postrel 2006.

36. “Good Food?” The Economist, December 9, 2006: 12. See also D. Mitchell 
2006.

37. Brady 2006; Perman 2006.

38. Cloud 2007. On the agrifood research, see Winter 2003.

Chapter 8

1. On transition theory, see Cohen 2006; Geels 2002, 2007; Rotmans et al. 
2001; van der Brugge 2005.

2. My approach is also consistent with a discussion in the urban studies and 
geography literature that advocates linking localist efforts with reform efforts at 
a broader scale. See, e.g., DeFilippis 1999; Lake 2002; Pendras 2002.

3. At the time of writing, Dunkin’ Donuts was held by a group of private equity 
fi rms, so it is not a particularly good example for this argument. However, it 
seemed likely that the private equity fi rms would eventually sell the company or 
take it public.

4. Williamson et al. 2002: 146–164.

5. See also Henderson 2006: 75–90.

6. For introductions to the topic, see Greco 2001: 86–124; Hess 2007a: 
223. The notes on Berkshares are based on a guest lecture by Susan Witt 
(2008).

7. On Deli Dollars and other scripts used to capitalize businesses, see Swann 
and Witt 1995.

8. Province of Nova Scotia 2008.

9. Hebb et al. 2004; Williamson et al. 2002: 165–190.

10. Levy and Purnell 2006.

11. Upstream 21 2008. On intrastate stock markets, see Shuman 2006: 129. 
The term “stakeholder” refers to persons who have an interest in the company 
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but are not necessarily shareholders, such as employees, community members, 
environmentalists, and consumers.

12. I am developing a perspective suggested by Shuman in his visit to the New 
York Capital District in 2007, when he noted that the debt portion of localist 
fi nancing has been largely solved, and equity fi nancing remains the problem.

13. Burlingham 2005: 1.

14. For more details on the policy suggestions that emerged for the specifi c 
sectors, see Hess and Winner 2007.

15. Day 2005; Sustainable Business Network of Greater Philadelphia 2003.

16. S. Mitchell 2006: 163–191.

17. Ibid.: 192–258.

18. On small-business associations and their proposed reforms, see National 
Federation of Independent Businesses 2008; National Small Business Association 
2008. On uncollected taxes, see Citizen Works 2008. On the failure to provide 
solar energy funding for entrepreneurial ventures, see Reece 1979: 2–3, 135–138, 
177–187.

19. On succession and exit problems, see Burlingham 2005: 154–190. On the 
risk of loss of mission after acquisition, see Hollender and Fenichell 2004: 
211–247.

20. On cooperatives and growth, see Booth 1998: 179–187.

21. On the employee ownership statistics, see Williamson et al. 2002: 189–210. 
On the debt burden, see Burlingham 2005: 166.

22. On the employee-owned and controlled corporation as a new legal category, 
see Williamson et al. 2002: 209.

23. Lynn 2006; S. Mitchell 2006: 163–191.

24. Levin 2006; Speth 2008: 179; Thompson 2006.

25. Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies 2008. Greider (2003: 
118) also discusses the investment-risk ratings of the fi rm Innovest, and he argues 
that the stocks of fi rms with better social and environmental scores also perform 
better. On the social movement campaigns, see O’Rourke 2005. Many of the 
proposals for corporate reform can also be found in the works of advocates of 
localism, such as Korten 1999: 163–182.

26. By making top management responsible for fi nancial statements, and by 
backing up the responsibility with the threat of prison terms, the law also pro-
vided an incentive for corporate managers and boards to improve fi nancial 
reporting. Another result of the reform was to separate research analysis and 
investment banking within investment banks, a change that was intended to help 
restore credibility to analyst reports that had been subject to increasing pressure 
from the investment banking side of the banks (Auger 2005: 206–207).

27. Lipton and Rosenblum 1991; Mitchell 2001: 129–134, 162, 182–184.

28. Mitchell 2001: 165–166, 174–182.
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29. One example is the Canadian labor-sponsored investment funds, which 
select only businesses that meet labor, environmental, and local ownership stan-
dards. See Cavanagh and Mander 2004: 153.

30. Moshkiber 1998.

31. On the continental European and Japanese stakeholder model of capitalism, 
see Albert 1993: 127–163. The trend in global capitalism may be toward 
dominance of the Anglophone model of shareholder capitalism (Albert 1993: 
169–190; Mitchell 2001: 270–275), but within that model various alternative 
legal defi nitions and ownership arrangements are also emerging (Albert 2002; 
B Corporation 2008; Upstream 21 2008).

32. ReclaimDemocracy.org and POCLAD (Program on Corporations, Law, and 
Democracy) are two examples of current thinking and activism around corporate 
personhood.

33. Some communities may also use the mechanism of legal appeals over local 
ordinances to draw attention to the loss of sovereignty under the corporate-
dominated, undemocratic rule-making bodies of the World Trade Organization 
and regional free trade agreements (Kaplan 2003).

34. Commoner 1971: 281–284. On Latin America and anti-privatization senti-
ment, see Klein 2007: 450–458. Freudenberg (2005) provides quantitative evi-
dence that in each industry much of the environmental degradation is the product 
of one or two companies that have the worst record. If a policy of limited 
nationalization or even just the threat of it were pursued, those companies might 
be the ones targeted for public ownership.

35. Williamson et al. 2002: 267–309.

Conclusion

1. Shuman 2006: 174.

2. O’Connor 1998: 273.

3. DuPuis and Goodman 2005.

4. On the cautionary note of environmental justice scholars, see Bullard et al. 
2004; Pellow and Brulle 2005.

5. Many of the statistics that document growth since the 1960s are discussed in 
Hess 2007a: 171–235.

6. On farmers’ markets, see A. Brown 2001, 2002; Bullock 2000; US Depart-
ment of Agriculture 2000, 2007. On the size of the food industry in the United 
States, see Plunkett Research 2008. On CSA farms and income, see Stevenson 
et al. 2004.

7. Shuman 2006: 42–46, 225–234.

8. Wicks 2004: 5.
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9. On gender inequality and other aspects of inequality in fair-trade coopera-
tives, see Lyon 2007a,b. On the lack of understanding of fair trade among 
growers, see Doane 2007; Dolan 2007. On some problems that have occurred 
with large corporations that have displaced “fair trade” labels with their own 
producer preference systems, see Daviron and Ponte 2005: 193–198; Smith 
2007. On the cooptation of certifi cation schemes in general, see Conroy 2007: 
241–254.

10. I would include the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 2008 and 
organic food cooperatives such as Organic Valley Family of Farms 2008 as 
examples of “global localism,” that is, organizations that link diverse and geo-
graphically disperse networks of consumers and producers around the goal of 
building the independent locally owned sector of the economy.

11. On the production of local food for nonlocal markets, see Bérard and 
Marchenay 2006; Sonnino and Marsden 2006. Fonte (2006) suggests that the 
shift from localism to local branding inevitably includes the use of certifi cation, 
a general feature of what Callon et al. (2002) call the “economy of qualities.”

12. On Wal-Mart, see Sheban 2007. On craft beers, see Kesmodel 2007. On 
corporate appropriation of localism in the food sector, see Jackson et al. 2007.

13. On label fatigue, see Goodman 2004.

14. Klein 2007: 385–405.

15. On overshoot and collapse, see Meadows et al. 2004: xxi. On the prognosis 
of surveillance and authoritarianism, see Klein 2007: 423–442.

16. On small-scale societies and the adaptive strategies, see Johnson and Earle 
1987: 16–18.

17. On resilience, see Redman et al. 2007. On collapse from a comparative and 
an anthropological perspective, see Chew 2001: 1–13; Costanza et al. 2007: 
379–470; Diamond 2005: 419–485; Tainter 1998: 1–21, 29–52.
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