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CHAPTER 1: 

The sustainability myth
We need to educate ourselves better and make 

the choices ourselves.

Our actions are not insignificant – they matter.

Sustainability is now a major commercial industry. 

Even with the Coronavirus raging in 2020, $288 billion went into 
sustainable investments globally. Despite this being a year when 
people were losing jobs and the general economic outlook was 
gloomy, this amount of  investments is double the amount that 
went into it in 2019, and this phenomenal pace of  growth is set to 
accelerate in the years to come. 

Larry Fink, the CEO of  BlackRock, one of  the largest investment 
companies, wrote an open letter in January 2021 addressed to all 
the CEOs in the world. In the letter, he reiterated how urgent it is for 
businesses to do their part, highlighting all the points that we have 
heard in the media: the crisis is upon us; we need urgent action; 
businesses need to look to new technologies and to make genuine 
efforts to change their practices; those businesses which have 
already made the change have been rewarded with a sustainability 
premium and tremendous opportunities are still available for those 
willing to make the transition. 
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In the past few years, the investment industry has been transformed 
into a huge machine promoting sustainable investments. What 
started some time ago as a call for caution has now switched to a 
call for an accelerated investment transition. Larry Fink’s letter is 
part of  BlackRock’s own promotion in this regard, and the crux of  
the message is that there is a huge amount of  money to be made in 
‘saving the planet’.

The stock market outperformance of  some of  these companies 
with a sustainability premium has been truly out of  this world. Tesla, 
for example, became 10 times more valuable over the course of  one 
year, namely 2020, propelling its founder Elon Musk to becoming 
one of  the wealthiest men on earth. It is now the world’s most 
highly priced car maker and is worth more than all the other car 
makers put together. 

The future of  the climate, though, is just as uncertain as it was 
a year ago. The amount of  greenhouse gas emission may have 
abated a little over 2020, but that was due to the Coronavirus and 
not because of  the 10-fold rise in the value of  the electric-vehicle 
manufacturing company. Tesla’s much higher share price has not 
meant climate change is solved, nor does it mean that it will be 
solved. It just means that someone made a lot of  money on the 
back of  our good intentions. 

In fact, whenever we see investments make such outsized returns, 
they tend to result in something horrible happening to our world. 
According to its annual report, Tesla now has so much cash that 
it divested $1.5 billion into bitcoin. This has given bitcoin a new 
lease of  life by more or less doubling the price of  the currency to 
$50,000 a bitcoin. Bitcoin funds ransomware attacks; this is where 
cyber attackers hijack an organisation’s data by encrypting it and 
demanding a ransom payment for the decryption key. It is one of  
its main commercial uses, if  not its only commercial use. When its 
value goes up, profits to the data hijackers go up and the incentive 
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to make more ransomware attacks goes up. When we bid up the 
value of  Tesla by such a large amount that the company runs out 
of  ways to spend its cash, it ends up risking more ransomware 
attacks for the rest of  us by driving up the price of  bitcoin. 

This is the way the financial markets work. 

With more money, especially ridiculously large amounts of  it, we 
do not get purposeful investments that help to save our planet. 
Instead, what happens are more nice-sounding investments into 
poor-quality opportunities that seek fast returns. If  the number 
of  ransomware attacks increases, then more companies will be 
held ransom, and they will need more bitcoin to rescue their data. 
Bitcoin, legitimised by illegal activities, will become in demand. 
So there may be a greater need for bitcoin and a higher value for 
the cryptocurrency. Others seeing Tesla’s interests will see this as a 
signal that cryptocurrencies are getting a nod of  approval from not 
only one of  the world’s largest car manufacturers but also one that 
is identified with the message of  saving the planet. More people 
will follow its example and boost up the price of  bitcoin further.

Tesla may be buying cryptocurrency to cover the cost of  potential 
ransom demands. It may be buying bitcoin to benefit from an 
increase in the price of  the cryptocurrency, even if  that is driving 
more ransomware attacks. The chicken or the egg? It does not 
matter which comes first, all that matters is that it is a cycle with 
profits to be made. This is the way financial markets work. 

It does not end here. As the value of  bitcoin increases, other activities 
are dragged into competing with it purely based on returns, and 
legitimate businesses which cannot produce the same magnitude 
of  performances ultimately suffer. In the end, no business which is 
valued on the basis of  providing a good, strong, and steady income 
to its owners can compete against the meteoric rise in value that is 
possible only from speculative flights of  fancy. 
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Bitcoin, incidentally, is produced through a computer algorithm 
and requires a vast amount of  computing resources. Basically, each 
bitcoin is like a special number in the set of  all numbers. They 
have special properties which make them identifiable as bitcoin. 
To search for one is like looking for prime numbers among the 
sea of  numbers, and when we find one that has not been found 
previously, we can lay claim to it as our own. The way we can be 
sure we have a genuine bitcoin and it is ours, and it has not been 
claimed already, is for its entire record of  ownership to be kept in a 
way that it cannot be faked. 

So, to make sure of  this, every bitcoin’s ownership history is stored 
across many, many computers. The idea is that it will literally take 
more computing resources than anyone has, or any organisation 
can afford to have, to corrupt and fake the history of  all the 
transactions that have been made. This way, when we find a bitcoin, 
we can check against the databases and verify whether the bitcoin 
we have just discovered is genuinely new or not. The databases are 
therefore vast, globally located, and constantly growing. 

Cambridge University has calculated the amount of  electricity 
needed to maintain bitcoin each year. It currently runs to more 
than the total energy consumed by a country like the Netherlands. 
This amount of  energy alone can power all the always-on but 
inactive devices in the US for almost two years, and for those of  
us who like tea, it can also provide the UK with sufficient energy 
to boil its kettles for 27 years. To power all this and keep the 
process profitable, bitcoin miners who are the people who process 
the computer algorithm looking for the next special number have 
joined up with coal miners to generate electricity cheaply. Each 
successive bitcoin is significantly harder than the previous one to 
find; if  looking for the first is like looking for a needle in a haystack, 
looking for the next bitcoin is like looking for a needle in all the 
haystacks in the world, and looking for the one after is like looking 
for it in the entire galaxy. So, in addition to the energy used to 
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run the data centres, we need a lot of  cheap energy to find more 
bitcoins; therefore, coal mines that have been closed because of  
the transition to clean energy are now being reopened. To feed 
this bitcoin habit, we may be burning coal for electricity for a long 
time. 

While we own shares in Tesla because we want to save the planet 
from climate change, its management team is investing in an asset 
that is used to pay ransom to data hijackers and causes as much 
greenhouse gas emission as a country the size of  New Zealand 
while reopening coal mines we have worked hard to shut. All this 
is our own doing because we are the owners of  the electric car 
company and the management team, in principle, works for us. 

If  we are gloating over the phenomenal returns from our investment 
choices, we are demonstrating that ‘our left hand simply does not 
know what our right hand is doing’.

However, even if  we do know this, we accept it because we have to. 
We have ourselves and our families to feed and financial obligations 
to meet. For those of  us who are caught in the sandwich generation, 
our days flip between worrying about care for our elderly parents 
and supporting our children growing up. If  we are close to our 
own retirements, we also have fears over our financial future. We 
cannot live without money and investments, and we depend on our 
economic system. We need our growth. 

Of  course, sustainability matters and because of  this Larry 
Fink’s letter is an easy sell. Pick a topic that everyone agrees on 
and advocate increasing investments that promise to prevent 
catastrophes and offer a new future and higher returns, and preach 
it boldly from a moral high ground – how can we not follow? 

However, there will not be the win-win scenarios that Larry Fink is 
suggesting. This book is about the impossible choices we face; the 
truth will be thought-provoking even if  it is uncomfortable. 
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Why do we bother to get up in the morning? Why do we continue 
with the ‘lather, rinse, repeat’ we do every day, especially when the 
word repeat was added to double consumption to increase sales? 
We need to ask ourselves these questions to understand what we 
want from our lives. Each one of  us has our own answers. They are 
based on our own sense of  individual purpose that guides us and 
gives our lives meaning. It is a purpose that sustains us from our 
youth to our old age, from birth to death, through successes and 
failures, through companionship and loneliness. 

Sustainability may be an outcome if  we can fulfil this purpose, 
appreciating that whatever we take is not ours but is taken from 
someone else, otherwise the sustainable growth that is being offered 
is nothing but a myth.

We face individual ethical and economic choices. No matter what 
governments and businesses may do for us or offer us, these choices 
befall us as individuals to make. Whether we are able to make these 
choices on the basis of  ethics or economics will determine what 
will happen. We need to be reminded that ‘the secret of  man’s 
being is not only to live but to have something to live for’. Only 
then is sustainability a possible outcome. 

When we talked about our consumption and growth with our 
friends, one mentioned a conversation she had with her partner. 
He commented that if  everyone were to cut down on what they 
spend, we would have no jobs and there would be nothing to 
consume. That would be disastrous for us and would ultimately be 
terrible for the planet. While our consumption harms the planet, 
it still pays for all the efforts expended to protect and nurture it; 
and while our consumption creates the inequalities we abhor, it 
still pays for elevating our standard of  living, freeing our lives from 
the pestilences and injustices that were prevalent in the previous 
centuries.
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The earliest paper we found on climate change was by Svante 
Arrhenius, published in 1896. Titled On the Influence of  Carbonic 
Acid in the Air upon the Temperature of  the Ground, it is basically about 
global warming. He points out observations made by earlier 
researchers that if  it were not for the heat-absorbing gases, the 
earth’s temperature would probably fall to -200ºC. Greenhouse 
gases are necessary. Too little and we will freeze, but too much 
and we will boil. 

That is the same with all the things that are causing our sustainability 
issues. We need them all, but if  we have too much of  them we will 
die. We cannot stop what we do without losing something that is 
important to us, but we cannot continue without risking what is 
also important to us.

The early literature on the damage we were doing to our planet 
and our environment focused on individual responsibility. The 
ideas of  ‘Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle’ were promoted to change 
how we live on a personal basis. From the 1950s to the 1970s the 
problems of  overconsumption were actively pointed out. There 
was even a strong call to individuals to stop having children to 
avoid overpopulation as an act of  self-sacrifice for the greater good. 
It would hurt ourselves and our economies, but that was a price 
worth paying. 

As the evidence of  climate change accumulated, the literature 
moved on to discuss how to improve the narrative to make it more 
impactful, and storytelling designed to reach us on an emotional 
level began to replace the drier scientific reporting. As the call for 
conservation grew, cute animals started to appear. By the time 
of  the Paris Agreement, the focus had shifted further towards 
government action, and the emphasis on individual responsibility 
to curb consumption started to fade. These were pitched as big 
problems that could only be resolved by high-level government 
intervention. 
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The Paris Agreement required countries to commit to setting their 
own targets and taking appropriate actions. As this was developing, 
the message that there were substantial economic benefits in a 
new world began to take root. Investing in the new alternatives 
promised untold riches, and the story started to change from saying 
we cannot have it all to say we can have it all. The message that 
we each need to make sacrifices that defined the movements in the 
1970s faded into the background and gradually disappeared.

In the current moment, we are seeing an investment shift that is 
promoting more activities, and this is designed to increase our hopes 
for the future even as our greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise. 
The transition we are promised requires money, and we are told to 
hurry up and invest it. Our money will save the world, but more 
importantly, we will make more money from it. Our experiences, 
however, have been very different. Our savings and investments 
which have increased since the 1970s have made ‘making more 
money’ the dominant reason for why we grow, produce, and sell 
things. We no longer grow, produce and sell things to help us 
live, but do so to make sure our money continues to grow. All our 
goods and services have become part of  the financialisation of  
modern life. This financialisation has been very harmful and the 
financialisation of  sustainability is not going to be a good thing.

Good investment ideas do not need greed to become corrupted from 
their original intents. All that we need is a demand for investment 
returns that is disconnected from what our world can provide. 
Our ingenuity will do the rest. We need a high level of  investment 
returns to provide the money we need for our future to support 
ourselves and our families. The problem is more fundamental than 
whether we have a sufficiently long-term investment horizon or 
not, or whether the companies we invest in are using sustainable 
practices or not. It is simply that ‘the maths’ does not work out. If  
we look to investment returns to guarantee our future, then it is our 
needs that are dictating the level of  investment returns required. If  



21

Chapter 1

we insist on this level of  investment returns, then we will have to 
exhaust our planet’s resources to provide them. That is what ‘the 
maths’ looks like. 

When we say we are moving to sustainable growth, we are 
proposing that we can increase the capacity of  what our planet 
can provide. It is possible to do this, but it takes time and a lot of  
experimentation. It does not come about simply because we are 
putting vast amounts of  money into it. Importantly, it will require 
good science. Investments can help good science to develop, but 
good science does not happen simply because there is a lot of  
money put into it. In fact, investing a lot of  money is more likely to 
increase the need for financial profits that will hinder good science 
from happening. 

We need the right kind of  patience to wait for good scientific ideas 
to develop. This is not the patience to wait for returns, which is 
what the ideas of  having longer investment horizons imply. It is 
patience to allow evidence to speak before we can develop the ideas 
and then use experiments to test implementations before we rush 
headlong into creating damaging unintended consequences. This 
is the kind of  patience that accepts we cannot predict the future, 
and so we cannot know when progress can be made. So, while 
we wait, we have to re-learn how to live in a world with limited 
resources. 

When we grow by more than 1% per annum, according to research 
on recycling published in the sustainability journal SAPIENS, we 
are using resources faster than the capacity our planet currently 
has to replenish them. A 1% growth rate would be considered 
semi-disastrous for most developed economies and an absolute 
catastrophe for our pension portfolios. No publicly listed company 
today would even consider suggesting such a low growth rate as 
their long-term growth path. No investment manager producing 
this would have a job left to go back to. Our current savings and 
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investments are looking to make at least 10 times this each year 
and every year. As the world becomes increasingly dominated by 
investments, ‘the maths’ is that we will need to make many more 
times than the 1% that our planet is capable of  providing to 
support our future.

If  it is not clear by now why we need this high return, it is because 
we need to save for the future. Therefore, each year we need the 
planet to produce not only enough for us to live through the year, 
but also enough for each of  the future years we are saving for. As we 
expect to live longer and have greater expectations and needs for 
the future, our planet needs to provide more and more each year.

We write this book to open up a discussion of  what our growth is 
doing and how our investments impact our world. We look into 
our choices, how our economic system determines them in one 
way, and how ethics from the time when people were forced to live 
with limits can help us. We explore questions about what it means 
to live with uncertainty about the future and what all this may say 
about our investments. 

Sustainability has taken on the shape of  a universal cause; even 
cluster munition manufacturers have corporate social responsibility 
action plans that promote it as they advertise the horrible killing 
power of  their products. We cannot rely on businesses and 
governments to make the world into what we need. Lots of  small 
actions on our part has made the world into what it is, and it will 
be the small actions on our part that will determine what the world 
will be. 
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Q: We have got the net-zero carbon plans, the Paris 
Agreement, sustainable investing, and pretty much every 
business has a sustainability plan, but the global temperature 
is still increasing, and all the reports suggest we are not 
deviating from this trajectory. Each week, we hear about 
environmental problems everywhere. What are we doing 
wrong at the moment?

A: We are taking the credit up-front for the sustainable 
initiatives. We do this because we want all the benefits 
and are unwilling to take any hit to our own consumption. 
This means we still have the view that we live in a world 
of  unlimited resources. And hence, from this perspective, 
sustainability is used to create more activities and make 
more money, with a vain hope that our actions may work 
out at some point in the future. 

We fall in with this thinking because we accept the messages 
that it is too big for us to solve individually. 

If  we genuinely believe we are running out of  resources, 
we will have to accept it is necessary to make sacrifices and 
stop using what’s left of  them. However, policymakers and 
businesses cannot force this on us, so it has to come about 
individually, through each of  us doing the right thing.
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