
Global economic planning as a challenge 
for the labour movement

Jörg Nowak*
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3213-4252

The veil is not removed from the countenance of the social life 
process until it becomes production by freely associated men, 

and stands under their conscious and planned control. 
Marx, 1992, p. 173.

Recent special issues on economic planning in the academic journals Actuel Marx 
(2019) and South Atlantic Quarterly (2020) document a renewed interest in the 
topic, while the global pandemic and the climate crisis demonstrate the actual neces-
sity of global economic planning. This contribution aims to lay out why the labour 
movement can have a special impact on the debate and practice on planning, and 
why economic planning should concern the labour movement. It is not only that 
the labour movement consists of large organised groups within the economy that are 
able to initiate and implement wider economic changes. Many of the demands and 
goals of the labour movement cannot be tackled without any recourse to economic 
planning. On the other hand, economic planning is largely absent from debates 
around the labour movement or in academic studies on labour.

The central line of argument in this contribution is that the urgency of the 
economic, social and environmental crises demands to go beyond the efforts of 
global trade unions to install more Global Framework Agreements or Decent Work 
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Campaigns that often only come with piecemeal changes, if at all. The urgency of 
the current crisis also demands to go beyond green innovation in the sense of higher 
resource efficiency of product lines or sectors since co2 emissions are increasing 
on a global level (oecd, 2018). In other words, ecological planning across sectors 
and continents is on the agenda. The social uprisings in various countries around 
the globe that erupted in 2019 and 2020 demonstrate the emerging pressure from 
below towards a broader vision of systemic change. 

The shift of emphasis towards Global Economic Planning opens up the follow-
ing perspectives: 1. It allows to study and adapt the methods used by transnational 
corporations in economic planning for alternative purposes. 2. It allows to retrieve 
experiences made both in capitalist state planning, i.e. in the framework of indus-
trial policy and developmental states, and in socialist state planning and to apply 
enhanced versions of both. 3. It allows to intervene strategically in order to exploit 
the potentials of renewable energy for which investment is stagnating globally since 
2015. 4. It offers an avenue for the labour movement to become a reliable partner 
of environmental initiatives and the global climate movement. 5. It can provide an 
avenue for mass participation in systemic change with concrete objectives like the 
conversion of the automobile industry, decentralised renewable energy grids, and 
public and community based health and care systems. 

The proponents of liberal capitalism usually deny that any planning occurs in 
capitalism since capitalism is allegedly based on a free market where individual en-
trepreneurs take decisions guided by price signals. But actually plenty of planning 
is going on within capitalism, but mostly according to the interests of multinational 
and national capital. For example, there are strategic subsidies and tax breaks by states 
for a number of economic sectors across the world, and energy and water provision 
is often planned along with investment in large industrial projects. Plus, spending in 
defense, security and surveillance infrastructure usually includes some form of state 
planning, including huge budgets and often very damaging environmental impact 
(Belcher et al., 2020). More recently, some aspects of planning are debated again 
under the term industrial policy (Rodrik, 2004; Mazzucato, 2018). 

Around 25 per cent of global trade takes place within multinational companies. 
While those companies engage in coordination among themselves only to a limited 
extent, they administer their internal financial and product flows, purchases and 
personnel policies on a global level. This demonstrates the possibility of global 
planning, as it is practiced inside capitalist enterprises, including illicit or doubtful 
practices like the use of tax havens, transfer pricing and other means to minimise 
taxation by using differences between tax regimes and concealing the market value 
of produced goods or of services (Shaxson, 2021). The global pandemic caused by 
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the proliferation of the virus that causes Covid-19 demonstrates that these global 
economic networks are not organised in a manner that benefits the general popula-
tion. Despite of enormously advanced means of production and highly developed 
technologies, national orientations of governments, patent regimes and profit in-
terests prevented the availability of vaccines, protective gear, medical equipment, 
drugs and other urgently needed products. 

Historically, the most advanced forms of capitalist planning served as a blueprint 
for socialist models of planning. The Soviet Union adapted the systems of planning 
used in large capitalist enterprises in the 1920s and developed them in their own 
way, largely based on planning in one workplace or enterprise unit. When Cuba in-
troduced economic planning in the 1960s, the country´s government used methods 
that were used in multinational companies during this period, based on planning 
across enterprise units, while the Soviet Union stuck to the methods of the 1920 to 
a large extent. These differences in planning in Cuba and the Soviet Union led to a 
then famous debate between planners from both countries (Dupuy & Irchik 1978; 
Roca, 1986; Zimbalist, 1987).

It is in the same way that socialist economic planning can evaluate and adapt parts 
of capitalist planning today. The ideological challenges consist in the fact that many 
social movements and progressive institutions today focus on piecemeal changes, 
and especially the labour movement at the level of global union federations develops 
an increasing focus on agreements with multinational corporations as instruments 
of labour regulation. In contrast to this stands the global environmental movement 
which is asking for rapid, urgent and fundamental change, as well as the wave of 
popular uprisings that is rocking the globe since 2019 in Algeria, Sudan, Haiti, Chile, 
Ecuador, Thailand, Belarus, Iraq, Iran, Lebanon and many other countries. The 
urgency of the global environmental and health crisis, and the enormous economic 
restructuring during and in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis with massive losses of jobs, 
social security and income for the global working class present an opportunity for 
the global labour movement to re-enter into the scene with a broad agenda, which 
can turn it into an attractive partner for other progressive movements. The debate 
around “essential work” during the early phase of the Covid-19 crisis shone light on 
the fact which parts of the economy are of special importance for the vast majority 
of the population and that exactly those essential workers are usually underpaid and 
work under conditions that lead to sickness and bodily strain (Cook et al., 2020). 
Both the problems faced by national health systems during the pandemic, and the 
fact that the climate crisis got out of hand demonstrate that another type of plan-
ning with different priorities is necessary in order to reduce emissions and protect 
the health of populations. Voluntary obligations of governments that were agreed 
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upon at the Paris climate summit in December 2015 to restrict global warming to 1.5 
degrees Celsius did not work until now, since emissions keep growing (ipcc, 2018).

The main challenge at this point is to break the ideological deadlock of a focus 
on so-called market solutions which are today the actual existing forms of plan-
ning, guided by international organisations, financial institutions and corporate 
headquarters (Hudson, 2021). A focus on alternative global economic planning 
as something that can be exercised by trade unions and social movements can have 
the effect of establishing a new reference point for social movements and progres-
sive politics in a period of profound social crisis. Apart from the urgency to address 
poverty, ecological collapse and the general social crisis caused by the pandemic, 
such initiatives in favour of global economic planning would open a new page and 
present the labour movement as a force to be reckoned with.

In the following, I will outline why global economic planning is an urgent 
agenda for the labour movement today, in a post-Covid-19 and post-climate change 
conjuncture. In a first part, I will demonstrate why economic planning is key for a 
response to the current post Covid-19 wave of corporate restructuring that comes 
with millions of job losses around the globe. Second, I will outline why ecological 
responses to the climate crisis require global economic planning. In a third part, I 
will highlight challenges and unresolved problems regarding economic planning 
and which historical debates and experiences mark signposts for future avenues 
into economic planning.

Planning and post-Covid-19 corporate restructuring

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has led to an unprecedented wave of dismiss-
als and job losses, exemplified by large companies shedding thousands of jobs. The 
airline industry was especially affected, with Boeing shedding 12.000, Airbus 15.000 
and Lufthansa 39.000 jobs since March 2020. But also the automobile industry, in 
transition to the production of electric cars which need less labour power, was hit: 
Nissan cut 20.000 jobs, Renault 15.000 and tire company Continental 30.000 jobs 
since the outbreak of the pandemic. But also German Commerzbank announced a cut 
of 10.000 jobs in early 2021 (all numbers from the European Restructuring Monitor). 

These numbers just give a first impression what labour markets around the world 
are facing, with enormous salary losses, which are much more pronounced in de-
veloping countries, and considerable inflation of food prices on various continents. 
In 2020, 8.8 per cent of global working hours were lost, equivalent to 255 million 
full-time jobs, resulting in a labour income loss of 4.4 per cent relative to 2019, before 
income support (ilo, 2021). This income loss was strongest in the Americas with 
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10.3 per cent, and lowest in Asia and the Pacific with 6.6 per cent (ilo, 2021, p. 
15). In the us, loss in income after benefits, was on average 9 per cent; in the uk, 3 
per cent; in Brazil, 21 per cent, and in Peru, 56 per cent. Total global employment 
decline in 2020 has been estimated in January 2021 at 114 million relative to 2019, 
and about 60 million for 2021 (ilo, 2021, p. 12).

These developments will lead to an increase in class confrontation, and once the 
pandemic is over, we can expect a surge in labour protests around the world. Various 
scholars agree that there will be no post-Covid-19 normalisation after the pandemic 
due to the profound economic and social effects of the pandemic and the measures 
taken to contain it. For Canada and the us, early estimates show that a third of 
workers have lost half of their income, and in the uk 25 per cent and in China 45 
per cent of workers report a similar loss of income (Bell & Blanchflower, 2020). In 
India alone, 170 million workers have lost their job due to the lockdowns imposed 
in March and June 2021 (Singhi & Tagat, 2020; Miyamura, 2021). These job losses 
affect primarily workers in the private service sector, and in some areas of production, 
while office workers are much less affected. Thus, there is much polarisation within 
the working class in terms of the effects of the pandemic-induced economic crisis.

But polarization between groups of companies is increasing, too. Michael 
Roberts hints at the fact that total corporate profits have dropped 30 % since the 
beginning of the pandemic (2021). Thus, while Big Tech made higher profits than 
before the pandemic, this is not the general picture. The concentration of wealth 
has increased enormously during the pandemic, which implies that some players 
are losing out. The phenomenon of zombie companies who are unable to pay their 
debt has become endemic: 

[…] according to Bloomberg, in the us, almost 200 big corporations have joined the ranks of 

so-called “zombie’ firms since the onset of the pandemic. They now account for 20% of the 

top 3000 largest publicly-traded companies, with debts of $1.36 trillion. That means 527 of 

the 3000 companies didn’t earn enough to meet their interest payments! (Roberts, 2021). 

If this corporate debt pile cannot be dealt with in some way, a new banking crisis 
is at the horizon. In other words, workers are facing a new world of more insecurity, 
rising prices, falling wages, and probably a wave of bankruptcies of some of those 
zombie companies. Many of the changes in corporate restructuring might have 
been in the drawers of managers already, ready to be launched during the next crisis, 
or might have been propelled by digitalisation anyway. The Covid-19 pandemic 
accelerated those processes, increasing the reserve army of labour, but also affects 
other sectors like the airline industry, tourism, cinemas and the hospitality sector 

Jörg Nowak



42 Tempo Social, revista de sociologia da USP, v. 33, n. 2

in addition, as a direct consequence of the pandemic. Thus, for the world of labour 
the pandemic presents the perfect recipe for disaster.

The labour movement which has seen a timid revival in the past ten years or 
so, without yet gaining enough ground in order to consolidate the achievements 
made, is facing a struggle of life and death with the consequences of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Such a challenge can also provide a chance to prove itself as an actor that 
is able to adapt and respond to unexpected circumstances.

The first measures of global planning to confront the adverse effect of the pan-
demic on labour would consist in massive government investment in the public 
health, care, transport and education sectors, creating jobs and incomes, future 
perspectives, and recreating a public infrastructure that has seen much cuts and 
retrenchment in the past years or has never existed in a comprehensive manner in 
many countries. A much greater amount of social labour will have to be devoted to 
care work in order to fulfil unmet needs and to socialise labour which is to a large 
extent provided as unpaid labour by women. At the same time, it would be necessary 
increase taxation of large corporations and rich individuals, fight tax evasion, and 
to nationalise private banks in order to finance the comprehensive public sector. 

A comprehensive public sector can only be one element of such a strategy. A 
second element would be to implement sweeping changes in private workplaces. 
Existing workplaces will be divided between all workers via a shortening of the 
working time to 30 hours a week. Given that two thirds of all workplaces globally 
are informal ones, and a good number of them in home-based industries or as do-
mestic workers in households, both difficult to access from the outside, any effective 
regulation of the length of the working week will be an enormous challenge and 
only be feasible if the urge of planners is accompanied by mass mobilisation which 
is effectively making sure that measures are implemented1. 

For sure, many of these demands and ideas have been launched before by various 
organisations and initiatives. The new thing would be for organisations of the global 
labour movement to launch these as a united program with intersecting elements, in 
order to provide a reference point for social movements around the globe. For this 
to take effect, the program has to be sufficiently polemic, aggressive and catchy in 
order to grab the attention required (nobody will be interested in a considered and 
balanced proposal that does justice to everyone). The important and crucial issue 

1. A shorter working week has also been debated as a way to reduce emissions. If all other indicators 
remain like today, limiting warming of the planet to 2 degree Celcius would require a 12 hour work 
week in Sweden, and a 5 hour work week in Germany (Frey, 2019, p. 6). This demonstrates that time 
reduction alone will not be sufficient to reduce emissions, and thus shifts of jobs to different sectors and 
changes in resource use are necessary – we will address these issues in the next section. 
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is that common demands are raised across continents. These can build on demands 
already developed, and on the various debates about industrial policy on the one 
hand, and on global social rights on the other hand. 

To sum up, a first common demand can consist in mandatory amounts of spend-
ing for health and care, education and public transport as part of national budgets2. A 
second demand focuses on the nationalization of banks, while a third demand sports 
the 30 hour week as a norm to be accomplished in order to share workplaces and 
avoid unemployment. No other movements or organisations or sections of society 
has the authority to voice these demands than actors from the labour movement 
like global unions federations, and international associations of informal workers, 
domestic workers, street sellers and slum dwellers. 

Planning and the climate crisis

The global environmental movement is the most important and relevant social 
movement today, due to the universal significance of ecological collapse, despite 
the very specific and different effects it has on different groups and populations. 
“There is no question of waiting for ‘the conditions to be ripe’. It is necessary to 
provoke convergence between social and ecological struggles and fight the most 
destructive initiatives by powers in the service of capital” (Löwy, 2020, p. 200). 
Given this enormous challenge, the labour movement has been at best an oscillating 
and ambivalent partner of the environmental movement. Especially public sector 
unions and unions from the transport sector are at the forefront of engagement for 
ecological politics, often under the label of a just transition, but the same cannot be 
said about many unions from industrial sectors such as the chemical industry and 
the metal industry, to a large extent with strongholds in automobile, petrochemi-
cal and defense companies. An engagement of the labour movement in favour of 
global planning in order to work against ecological collapse can establish the labour 
movement as a reliable partner of the environmental movement. The environmental 
movement needs a more organised form of mass support that only the labour move-
ment can provide today.

Planning with the aim to contain the climate crisis would have to determine in 
which areas there would be a reduction in emissions and how this will be implement-
ed, coming with a phasing out of brown industries and growth of green industries 

2. Some countries, like Brazil, already have such regulation, stipulating fixed percentual amounts of the 
budgets of federal states and communal districts that go to health and education. In Brazil the un-
derlying problem, apart from a spending cap introduced in 2017, is rather the tax base, since agrobusi-
ness pays lower taxes and the tax system is extremely regressive.
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(Guarini & Oreiro, 2021). For example, there would be more production of vehicles 
for public transport and equipment for renewable energy, and less production of 
automobiles and less coal mining and meat production. In general, a significant 
amount of conversion from manufacturing to care and personal services would be 
necessary, and therefore also a transfer of labour power from one sector to the other. 

Nonetheless, it is important to highlight that these are processes which would set 
limits to the interests of some sections of workers to stay in their existing job. Also in 
a socialist society such a process of conversion would lead to conflicts. This is because 
employees in sectors that will be reduced will want to keep their jobs – for example, 
because their workplace is close to home, because they established social networks 
and friendships at the workplace or due to qualifications that have been acquired 
over many years. Thus, there is a contradiction between the immediate interests of 
the workers of some sectors and the transition to an ecologically sustainable society. 
It would be up to the organisations of the labour movement to underline the priority 
of conversion over sectorally specific interests of the working class. 

Apart from conversion of some industries and the disruption of existing pathways 
of production and consumption (Eder & Schneider, 2018), changes in the struc-
ture of cities, housing and settlement policies would be a further element of global 
economic planning: Shorter distances from home to work contribute to diminish 
co2 emissions and overall energy use. Especially in developed countries, commuting 
times and distances increased immensely in the past 20 years, a development which 
is partly fuelled by rising real estate prices in urban centres, and partly by corporate 
restructuring which often comes with moving workplaces to more distant locations. 
Those more far reaching changes will benefit workers since time spent commuting 
can be used in a different way, and less production and use of fuel will be necessary.

At present, investment in renewable energies would only be one sector in which 
the state has to intervene in order to contain climate change. Although solar energy 
has become much cheaper due to Chinese mass production of its installments (Sta-
cey, 2018), there is a global increase in the investment into coal plants (and the bulk 
of those investments are in China, too), while investment in renewables stagnates 
since 2015 (Raval, 2020). In other words, there is a lack of state-led policies, means 
and incentives to invest massively into wind and solar power.

Apart from specific workplaces and the forms of energy provision, consumption 
would be affected by controversial decisions to combat climate change if planning 
would be introduced in a serious manner. For example, many emissions can be avoid-
ed if less products are transported from far away places. 60 per cent of the industrial 
production of East Asia goes to Europe and North America. A reduction of freight 
transport would not only include decisions which products should be imported to 
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a lesser extent to the centers of global consumption, i.e. imperialist core countries, 
in order to save on transport emissions. There are also products that only grow in 
certain climatic zones, like banana, mango, tobacco products, and chocolate and 
coffee. Apart from choices to reduce long distance transport of those items, it would 
also mean that demand for garments, consumer electronics or food produced for 
export in countries with low wages would drop drastically if imperialist core countries 
increase reshoring. In this case, reshoring to core countries would save on emissions 
for shipping and other forms of transport, but would increase unemployment and 
poverty in those countries that used to a significant extent produce for the Global 
North. It is therefore of paramount importance to increase regional economic net-
works that enable a self-sufficient economic development within world regions, a 
veritable mega challenge that cannot be tackled without any global coordination of 
economic planning. Any effort to reduce emissions for the transport of consumer 
products will face the question of imperialism, dependency and the unequal distri-
bution of wealth. Any sudden move away from global trade networks would lead to 
an increase in poverty and inequality if no counter measures are taken. 

Another aspect is that one third of global shipping volume is for oil and other fuels 
(unctad, 2019, p. 7), thus changes to the fossil basis of heating, energy generations 
and transport would bring down transport emissions to a larger extent than changes 
in individual household consumption. This also confirms a look at the origin of co2 
emissions, reinforcing the necessity of structural changes in energy generation and 
transport systems. The biggest amounts of co2 emissions originate with the genera-
tion of heat and energy (13600 million tons), in manufacturing and construction 
(6200 million tons) and in transport (8000 million tons, of which 6000 come from 
road transport, see iea, 2019). The generation of energy and heat shows the biggest 
potential for emissions reduction with about a third of the total, and here coal has 
the biggest share, followed by oil. Greenhouse gas (ghg) emissions stemming from 
the generation of energy have been reduced about 30 per cent in the eu between 
1990 and 2018, and remained stable in the us, while it saw a 50 per cent increase in 
Australia, Canada and Japan, a 400 per cent increase in China, and a 500 per cent 
increase in South Korea (oecd, 2018). ghg due to transport are the second highest 
amount, and they saw a 20 per cent increase in the us and the eu 28 between 1990 
and 2018 and a 450 per cent increase in China. Transport is the only category that 
continues to see increases across all countries, with few exceptions like the uk and 
Germany which stabilised transport-related emissions across this period. 

On an international scale, the energy related co2 emissions in the so-called 
“advanced economies”, the terminology used by the International Energy Agency 
(iea), are around the same amount as they had been in 1990. But in the “rest” of 
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the world (again iea terminology), emissions doubled since 1990. The wealthier 
economies have moved part of their production into this “rest”, and with it the emis-
sions related to it. For this reason, it is hard to establish who is actually responsible 
for this increase in emissions. 

It would certainly be desirable to establish an equal per capita use of co2 across 
countries, since it is still radically unequal between countries along the North-South 
axis, but also within societies. Unfortunately, such a radical redistribution of wealth 
and resources will not be realised in time in order to avoid a climate catastrophe. 
Therefore, the priority would be once again to avoid ecological collapse, at the cost 
of maintaining some of the existing stark inequalities between and within countries 
and continents. The specific role of the labour movement in sporting such an agenda 
would be to install the social dimension into every concrete measure taken to reduce 
co2 emissions, pollution and deforestation and to create alternative employment and 
alternative economic networks that replace unsustainable ones. Changes towards a 
post-fossil economy is coming anyway with large energy companies like bp, Shell, 
Equinor and Total investing massively in research on hydrogen and other alterna-
tive energy sources (Butler, 2020). Only a proactive intervention of actors from 
the labour movement together with its allies towards Ecological Structural Change 
(Guarini & Oreiro, 2021) can provide the opportunity to ensure that the post-fossil 
world will be ecologically sustainable and socially just. The current trend is going to 
a post-fossil world with less co2 emissions but tremendous pollution in other areas, 
especially for the mining of rare earths which are needed for some of the alternative 
technologies (Singh, 2020), e.g. for electric mobility, and with much less jobs and 
income available for the global working class - in other words, with poverty and 
famine. For example, the introduction of post-fossil technologies is sparking a new 
minerals boom, since lithium, cobalt and copper are needed for the new technologies. 
Mining for post-fossil technologies will continue to emit greenhouse gases, increase 
the expulsion of populations from their territories, and severely affect communities 
in mining areas – and the often dangerous and unhealthy work of mining should 
also be a concern for the labour movement (War on Want, 2021). Only a strong 
intervention by actors of the labour movement can introduce the necessary elements 
of global planning to address the interdependencies of a transition to a post-fossil 
world and its social and economic impact on the majority of the global population. 

Problems and challenges for economic planning

We have already mentioned some of the contradictions between ecological plan-
ning and the workplace and consumption interests of workers in the second section. 
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Global planning in a socialist perspective comes with a whole bunch of extremely 
challenging contradictions, and it is better to address those right away than to suggest 
that global economic planning is just a simple plan that has to be followed once set up. 

I will focus on three problems in this section:

• Other than current capitalist planning which has a main aim, to enable the con-
tinuation of profit making, socialist planning is aiming towards several aims which 
can stand in conflict with one another, for example ecological effects of economic 
actions, wellbeing of workers at the workplace, and expenditure of resources for 
human welfare in general. Thus, progressive planning has to establish a hierarchy 
of needs in society, and structure plans accordingly. These are decisions that might 
affect different parts of the population in a different way, which is prone to lead 
to conflicts about priorities.

• The second difficult issue is the question of who takes decisions in the end, if there 
are coordinations of trade unions and social movements on the one hand, and 
national governments on the other hand. Any centralised institution of planning 
will hold so much power that it will provide incentives for the abuse of that power. 
On the other hand, in the absence of market discipline there will be the need for 
another form of discipline that guarantees that both social and ecological targets 
of planning are in fact implemented.

• The third issue is the speed and effectivity of decisions which will stand in conflict 
with a participatory debate on the goals to be implemented by planning. Both 
poverty and social inequality are urgent needs to be addressed, and the ecological 
crisis comes with even more urgency. But democracy and popular participation 
require time.

I will address the three issues one after one, and will draw in part on the writings 
of German socialist Otto Neurath, who is at times credited to have been at the origin 
of the socialist calculation debate in the 1920s, and on the works of contemporary 
scholars who debate the ideas of Neurath in the light of ecological economics 
(Martinez-Alier, 1995; O’ Neill, 2002; Uebel, 2005). 

The first issue concerns the challenge to address multiple aims at the same time, 
and weigh them against each other. The fact that those aims are incommensurable 
was one of the central arguments of Neurath against the critique of his writings by 
Ludwig von Mises who claimed that economic decisions would have to be based on 
market prices in order to be rational (1935, p. 104). Neurath had analysed the war 
economies during World War I which allowed national states to organise production 
targets with a high efficiency. Another reference point for Neurath were public sec-
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tor institutions like schools and hospitals which at this time were mostly organised 
according to some government estimation of needs for education and health, and 
not based on market imperatives and price signals.

For even in the past one has not started from units of teaching or sickness in order to decide 

whether new schools or hospitals should be built; rather one directly set over against one 

another, even if only at general outlines, the totality of changes caused by schools and those 

caused by hospitals (1919/1973, 145f ). 

Health and education are in this sense incommensurable concerns that can not 
be rationally weighed against each other, and in later writings Neurath introduces 
the limits of natural resources, and the health of coming generations as other such 
incommensurable issues. 

The question may arise, should one protect coal mines or put greater strain on men? The 

answer depends for example on whether one thinks that hydraulic power may be sufficiently 

developed or that solar heat might come to be better used etc. If one believes the latter, one 

may “spend” coal more freely and will hardly waste human effort where coal can be used3 

(Neurath, 1928/1973, 263).

Thus, Neurath asks why, if the public sector, which also includes the police, 
military, courts and prisons, and various administrations, is able to organise these 
institutions with differing, but in some way complementary targets, why should 
society at large not be able to organise production and services in the same way? 
Joan Martinez-Alier builds on Neurath’s ideas on incommensurability and develops 
them further: “Incommensurability means that there is no common unit of mea-
surement, but it does not mean that we cannot compare alternative decisions on a 
rational basis, on different scales of value, as in multi-criteria evaluation” (1995, 74f ). 

It is a commonplace that budget debates on how much should be spent on 
health, social welfare, defence etc. are one of the centres of parliamentary strife, and 
the fact that budgets are debated in parliament is generally seen as one of the core 
characteristics of democracy. Similar debates and decisions can in fact be held and 
taken about the frameworks of national economies, as we can see with the current 
plans to phase out coal and fossil fuel based transportation. Thus, it is not impos-

3. It was with reference to this line of argument that Neurath rejected the widespread idea in socialist econo-
mics at the time to use the number of labour hours spent as a common unit of measurement: “How could a 
quantity of electricity which a river provides us with be entered as an increase in amounts of labour units? 
Or the increase in wind power used in the running wind mills?” (Neurath, 1925/2004b, 468).
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sible to plan economies with various and potentially conflicting targets in mind. For 
progressive planning today, issues of ecological sustainability and of conditions of 
work and welfare will have to be balanced. In general, the ecological concerns will 
have to be prioritised, but minimal conditions in the dimension of welfare and work 
will have to be guaranteed. In this way, profit-making would be removed from the 
centre of economic targets set by governments, and replaced by various alternative 
targets, without removing profit-making from society overall. 

The second issue of who takes decisions based on which inputs and how to 
guarantee discipline and the implementation of targets is much harder to resolve, 
and probably the most difficult one. The difficulty to replace market discipline with 
an alternative incentive was at the center of the failure of the Soviet model (Filtzer, 
1986; Clegg & Lucas, 2020, p. 98; Bernes, 2020, p. 58). Workers had a right to work 
and acquired a significant amount of control of workplaces, and basic welfare was 
organised on a society wide level. But the lack of clear incentives in the centrally 
planned economy resulted in a lack of resources for production, leading factories 
to stockpile and to a low quality of goods produced. Traditional systems of social-
ist planning in the Soviet bloc estimated average values of consumption that led to 
production targets for companies, origin of the infamous “ideology of tons”, and 
often leading to production of goods that were not needed4. At the same time, the 
extremely centralised planning procedures and opaque party structures demotivated 
citizens and workers to participate in social and political decision-making.

A model of global economic planning guided by the environmental and the 
labour movement will have to address both the issues of power and participation 
on the one hand, and of discipline and effectivity of implementation of planning 
targets on the other hand: How to avoid an over-centralisation of planning, and 
guarantee popular participation in the planning process? While there have to be 
checks and balances in order to avoid a dictatorship of the planners, decentralisation 
and lack of a clear decision making-structure come with the risk that the targets of 
ecological sustainability and the welfare of populations, including decent conditions 
of work, will be flouted. 

Market solutions are effective in imposing discipline, but until now lack effectiv-
ity in combating climate change. While many production processes have increased 
their resource use immensely, the total amount of co2 emissions keeps rising due to 
a multiplication of those production processes (oecd, 2018). The same holds for 

4. I owe this insight to Bernd Gehrke who developed it in Gehrke, 2020. On October 1, 1928 the “First 
Five-Year Plan replaced guidelines with directives”, substituting “output targets for profits as the prin-
cipal enterprise objective” (Allen, 2003, p. 91). See also Mandarini & Toscano, 2020, p. 16.
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the use of automobiles, whose emissions per kilometre have been reduced drastically, 
but with more automobiles in use on longer distances, the total emissions due to 
road transport are increasing, too (oecd, 2018). It is exactly this mismatch between 
resource-saving optimisation of specific processes and the overall increase of emis-
sions which requires global planning, with a focus on switching to technologies that 
enable a long term reduction of emissions and pollution, and an overall reduction 
in resource use. If the right incentives are set by governments, then a transition to 
post-fossil economies is possible within a system which is still largely dominated 
by capitalist enterprises. Without coordination beyond market mechanisms this 
transition will occur only in a half-hearted manner and not with the speed that is 
required in order to avoid major ecological disasters and the social and political 
consequences that willl accompany them.

Schemes that penalise or subsidise the use of certain technologies and produc-
tion goods in terms of their resource use and polluting effects already exist and can 
be used on a wider scale. For example, the replacement of the use of aluminium in 
as many processes as possible due to the enormous energy use of the aluminium 
industry would be one starting point. This industry would not be profitable at all if 
governments around the world would not provide subsidised energy to it, in other 
words those governments set the wrong incentives after all. 

Neurath did not really work on the question of discipline and incentives. An 
effective control of the action of planners would surely require an elaborate system 
of checks that again can be held accountable. At this point it is sufficient to mention 
that Neurath´s scheme of economic planning involved the cooperation between 
four different centres with different responsibilities which are a) to design differ-
ent, alternative plans, b) to apply the chosen plan to economic sectors, c) to control 
efficient application of plans, and d) to control the results of the directives of the 
plan (Uebel, 2005, p. 333).

As to the methods of planning as such, it is not required that there is a central 
institution of global planning. Given the continuing relevance of national states, 
national governments would remain the addressees of the changes. But the crucial 
question is how a programme for global planning would be coordinated and decided 
upon, so that there is a common agenda across various countries. The methods of 
coordination could be similar to the ones used for Global Social Forums and other 
similar meetings which managed to agree on common agendas. On the national level, 
unions and social movement organisations can adapt the global agenda to specific 
circumstances. The important issue would consist in a global adherence to the same 
agenda, and a feedback on specific regional and national experiences made with 
the agenda itself and also with the difficulties met in implementing the demands.
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This is the point where we come to the third issue: the contradiction between 
speed and democracy. The ecological crisis, but also poverty, unemployment and 
health are issues that can hardly wait, and in some cases there will not be much 
deliberation, but social, political and economic pressure that will speed up some 
decisions. Probably regarding issues redistribution of resources to the poor majority 
of the global population advances will only be made due the threat of ungovernability 
if demands are not met. The Covid-19 crisis accelerates all dimensions of inequality, 
and it is in this case that we have to bet on the existing and coming contradictions 
to generate the pressure for sweeping changes. The most likely scenario today is a 
transition to post fossil economies that leads to increasing inequality and poverty, 
and such a development can only be avoided with proactive planning by the labour 
and ecological movements.

Conclusions

For the labour movement, a post-Covid-19 and post climate change approach to 
global planning is a unique chance to renew its political stake. In this period of 
escalating and overlapping crises, there a few actors able to fill up the ideological 
vaccuum left over by failing neoliberalism. The environmental movement alone is 
not strong enough to initiate a change in the relationship of social forces which will 
be necessary to confront both the social and environmental crisis. Only a strong al-
liance between environmental and labour causes can stem the gigantic challenge to 
move the ideological barriers away to rely on solutions which are not market-based. 
Obviously, such calls have been made in the past, but a serious debate about global 
planning and the most urgent and first necessary steps toward it can unite the efforts 
necessary for a socio-ecological transition. Such a debate will be a process and the 
important trigger of such a debate would be to provide a direction and demonstrate 
that progressive movements are taking the initiative and do not wait for the next 
catastrophe to occur which can then only be a confronted in a responsive hap-hazard 
manner. In contrast to this, it is necessary to establish a distinct and specific plan 
with a long-term perspective.

In this respect, it is important to underline that global economic planning is 
already something that is executed by various multinational companies. At the same 
time, one should make clear that economic planning is neither identical with capital-
ist planning, nor with Soviet planning, which it is most often associated, but also not 
with the mostly authoritarian experiences with planning in developmental states. 
Planning includes to set priorities, but those priorities can be set in a democratic 
process of decision making, and be informed by trade unions and social movements. 
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Of course, none of those actors is innocent, and there are plenty of diverging interests 
between those actors which would have to be resolved. 

At this point in time, the ideological shift towards the idea that global economic 
planning from below is first of all of urgent necessity, and, second, a realistic possibil-
ity, is the crucial barrier to be taken. No other agents than the global environmental 
and labour movements do have the adherence, competence, authority and power to 
exercise such a program designed to manage a social-ecological transition. National 
governments and political parties can be partners in this project, but without pressure 
from social movements these actors to easily give in to the interests of the capitalist 
class on which they are highly dependent. Several factions of corporate elites can 
also be partners in this endeavour but there will be certain corporate groups, like 
agribusiness and mining companies, whose stiff resistance will have to be overcome 
which will not be an easy process. 

This moment of a profound global crisis is a moment in which ideological 
changes can be the key to enact overall change. Debates about a green new deal, 
green industrial policy, just transition, ecosocialism, cosmovision, pluriverse and 
ecological macroeconomics, to name just a few, are quite advanced and present 
all the solutions needed. What is lacking today is a blunt proposal to put those in 
practice, and the unanimous support by the most powerful social movements, the 
labour and the environmental movement, which are in themselves very diversified 
and plural actors.
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Abstract

Global Economic Planning as a Challenge for the Labour Movement

The central line of argument in this contribution is that the urgency of the economic, social and 

environmental crises demands to go beyond the institutionalist efforts to install more Global 

Framework Agreements or Decent Work Campaigns that often only come with piecemeal 

changes, if at all. The social uprisings in various countries around the globe that erupted in 2019 

and 2020 underline the emerging pressure towards a broader vision of systemic change. The shift 

of emphasis towards Global Economic Planning opens up the following perspectives: 1. It allows 

to study and adapt the methods used by transnational corporations in economic planning for 

alternative purposes. 2. It allows to retrieve experiences made both in capitalist planning, i.e. in 

the framework of industrial policy and developmental states, and in socialist planning and to 

apply enhanced versions of both. 3. It allows to intervene strategically in order to exploit the 

potentials of renewable energy for which investment is stagnating globally. 4. It offers an avenue 

for the labour movement to become a reliable partner of environmental initiatives and the global 

climate movement. 5. It can provide an avenue for mass participation in systemic change with 

concrete objectives like the conversion of the automobile industry, decentralised renewable 

energy grids, and public and community based health and care systems. 

Keywords: Planning; Socialism; Climate change; Imperialism; Energy.

Resumo 

Planejamento econômico global como um desafio para o movimento dos trabalhadores

A linha central do argumento nesta contribuição é que a urgência das crises econômica, social e 

ambiental exige ir além dos esforços institucionalistas para instalar mais Acordos Marco-Globais 

ou Campanhas de Trabalho Digno. As revoltas sociais em vários países do globo que eclodiram 

em 2019 e 2020 sublinham a pressão emergente no sentido de uma visão mais ampla da mudan-

ça sistêmica. A mudança de ênfase para o Planejamento Econômico Global abre as seguintes 

perspectivas: 1) Permite estudar e adaptar os métodos utilizados pelas empresas transnacionais 

no planejamento econômico para fins alternativos. 2) Possibilita recuperar experiências feitas 

tanto no planejamento capitalista, ou seja, no quadro da política industrial e dos estados de 
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desenvolvimento, como no planejamento socialista, e aplicar versões melhoradas de ambos. 3) 

Permite intervir estrategicamente a fim de explorar as potencialidades das energias renováveis 

para as quais o investimento está a estagnar globalmente desde 2015. 4) Oferece uma via para 

que o movimento laboral se torne um parceiro fiável das iniciativas ambientais e do movimento 

climático global. 5) Pode proporcionar uma via para a participação em massa na mudança sistê-

mica com objetivos concretos, como a conversão da indústria automóvel, redes descentralizadas 

de energias renováveis, um sistema de saúde público e comunitário, entre outros.

Palavras-chave: Planejamento; Socialismo; Mudança climática; Imperialismo; Energia.
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