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To the reader of this first draft  

Hi there! 

First of all, I would like to extend a sincere thank you to you for taking the time to read this rather 
extensive piece of work. Please keep at it. By the time you finish reading this sentence you will 
already be 0.04% done.  

I've done my best to make the remaining 99.96% as easy on you as at all possible by keeping the 
language light and conversational (which is much more fun than the boring scientific style I usually 
have to communicate in), keeping the chapters very short and punchy and keeping the message 
interesting and varied. I sincerely hope you will find it as stimulating to read as I found it to write.  

The message is indeed highly varied and touches upon the subject areas of environmental science, 
economics, sociology, non-linear system dynamics, psychology, personal development, politics and 
basic engineering. I feel reasonably comfortable with my understanding in these areas with the 
possible exception of economics, a subject area which I have really only been studying actively since I 
began writing this text and realized just how important it was. Please feel free to point out any 
misinformation that might have crept in from possible holes in my understanding of this field. That 
being said, however, I think I would be hard pressed to be more wrong than all of the world-leading 
economists who advised governments into the economic mess we find ourselves in today.   

In addition, any scientists among you will immediately notice many unreferenced numbers and 
statements. I can assure you, however, that I did not suck any of this information out of my thumb. 
The factual information in this work was derived from a wide range of sources including the scientific 
literature, various popular science books, good old Wikipedia and the further expanses of the 
internet. Drafting a fully referenced thesis is postponed for later on (if this idea has been confirmed 
as being worthwhile). In essence, the work that you are reading now is based completely on Pareto's 
classic 80/20 rule. It represents 80% of the result from the first 20% of effort. The remaining 80% of 
effort needed to force out the last 20% of the result will have to wait for later.  

While reading through this work, I would greatly appreciate if you can keep two questions in mind: Is 
this idea worthwhile? Is the logic behind it accurate? The answer to the first question will determine 
how much effort I invest in this work in the future, while the answer to the second question will play 
a big role in directing this effort. Any feedback from you, especially on these two questions, would be 
much appreciated.  

As you will surely gather quite soon, the primary purpose of this project is to open the eyes of the 
general world citizen to the rather serious situation that we find ourselves in today. It presents five 
global crises in quite some detail and then proceeds to describe a rather a simple solution, one which 
has been advocated many times before, but perhaps not in quite as much detail: widespread 
personal lifestyle changes – something I call the "one in a billion" principle. This solution might be 
simple in theory, but is very challenging in practice. The body of information herewith communicated 
hopes to reduce this great practical challenge to a more manageable size.  

I wish you happy reading and again thank you for your time.   
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1 Introduction 
The world is rapidly spiralling into a myriad of crises of unprecedented magnitude.  

Wow… Nice opening line, right? But let me ask you; how did this sentence make you feel? Amused? 
Indifferent? Speculative? Uncomfortable? Even slightly worried, perhaps? Truth be told; most people 
never even think in this direction and, even if they did, would never dare utter such a sentence in 
public. You'd feel like some crazy guy with a long white beard and a hand-written poster around his 
neck reading "the end is neigh!"  No-one wants to be that guy. It's just not cool.  

Indeed, our response to the plethora of modern crises we have created for ourselves epitomizes the 
old saying "ignorance is bliss". Take the public opinion on anthropogenic (man-made) climate change 
for example. Are humans responsible for climate change? Among laymen, the poll returns about 50% 
"yes" and 50% "no" which, incidentally, is the same result you would get if you put that question to a 
population of chimpanzees. However, if we move up one level of specialization to scientists in 
general, the poll returns about 75% yes. One level higher to climatologists, it ramps up to 90%. And 
finally, the most trustworthy source, climatologists actively publishing in the field of climate change, 
there is an overwhelming 97% consensus for anthropogenic climate change.  

Let's look at it another way: Imagine you are a contestant on "Who wants to be a millionaire?" and 
decide to use your "ask the audience" lifeline. The results show that 97% of the audience chose C, 
while only 3% chose A. What do you do? Choose option A? Of course not! Only a total idiot (or every 
second chimpanzee) would do that. Yet, when it comes to climate change, half the general 
population openly choose option A, while most of those who agree that option C is indeed correct 
don't really care enough to actually choose it.  

This teaches us two things: Firstly, it is clear that the average man knows statistically as much about 
climate change as the average chimpanzee, and secondly, the average man would unanimously heed 
the call of experts if it can help him win a million dollars, but totally ignore this call if it can help him 
secure the future of his children and grand-children.  

These points are not exactly flattering to the average man, but one has to concede that a significant 
part of the problem lies with the audience who reached the 97% consensus – the actively publishing 
climatologists. Scientists in general tend to speak in a very conservative language filled with words 
that only a handful of people on this earth can understand. And then of course there are lines and 
lines of that weird alien language called mathematics… It is therefore only to be expected that the 
truth takes such a long time to diffuse down to the realm of "normal people". And even if I as a 
"normal person" were to accept this truth, why should I care? After all, none of this has ever affected 
me. Sure, the winters are a bit milder, but I like that. Anyway, my friend John says that he read on the 
internet that all of this global warming nonsense is probably the biggest hoax of all time.  

Ahem… you remember that 97% scientific consensus reached by world leading experts?  

Yeah, but my friend John says…  

(Sigh) Never mind. 

So it is with all of the impending modern crises; be it the crisis of planetary boundaries, the 
retirement crisis, the credit crisis, the inequality crisis or the complexity crisis. Most of us have never 
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had any first-hand experience to prove to ourselves that they even qualify as real crises and the 
people telling us that they are supposed to be dangerous are using complicated words that we simply 
don't have the time or inclination to decipher. Hence we just carry on with our lives, blissfully, even 
purposefully oblivious to the gathering storm. We simply don't have the energy to spend worrying 
about such figments of the imaginations of a few scientists, economists and tree-huggers.  

Anyway, we are all very, very busy with lots and lots of other much more important stuff. Important 
stuff? Yeah, you know; watching TV, hunting sales in the local mall, driving around in the shiny SUV, 
planning the next holiday in Hawaii, watching some more TV (just on the computer this time)… oh, 
and don't forget tonight's LAN-party. Hmm… I've always found it fascinating how Americans complain 
of having too little time while literally spending a third of their waking lives in front of the TV. 

Yes, don't worry; I know you have a job too. And you probably work really hard to make ends meet. 
So hard in fact that any thought of changing your lifestyle to help avert some would-be future crisis is 
unanimously rejected before it even had the slightest chance to grow on you. After all, why would I 
waste my time and resources to become a tree-hugger while everyone else just continues with 
business as usual? We live in a competitive wold, you know. I'll fall behind. I won't be able to pay my 
bills. Gosh, perhaps I won't even be able to buy myself an iPad 2 before the iPad 3 comes out! 

But what if I told you that you could help save the world and get your iPad 2? What's more, it is 
highly likely that you could get an iPad 2 before most of your earth-killing friends (if you still want it). 
Indeed, what this writing aims to demonstrate is that it is possible to play your part in ensuring a 
sustainable future and, simultaneously, live a happy, healthy and wealthy life. This perception that 
saving the world requires self-sacrifice, deprival and chaining yourself to massive bulldozers is total 
BS. In reality, there are only two requirements; correct information and a willingness to change. 

The truth of the matter is that those few scientists, economists and tree-huggers with the doom and 
gloom predictions about the future of humankind deserve to be heard. Why? Well, the short answer 
is: because they are right. The somewhat longer (but still conveniently compact) answer is spread 
over the next 50 or so pages. Please invest the 0.0003% of your life (perhaps a bit more than two 
hours) required to read through it so that you can get the information necessary to objectively make 
up your own mind. I am confident, however, that you will come to a conclusion similar to this one: 
The threats posed by the combination of our five global crises are much like the threats posed by a 
high cholesterol level. One can go through life entirely oblivious to this threat, until the day you get a 
major heart attack or stroke…  

The doctors (i.e. those few scientists, economists and tree-huggers) have been telling us to cut down 
on various forms of delicious, carbon-rich indulgences for quite some time now. But are we listening? 
Yeah, probably about as well as the 150 kg fast-food addict who swears his superior genes will 
protect him against the effects of cholesterol. The facts are, however, that the day our civilization 
gets its first heart attack, it might very well be too late to do anything to save it. Think carefully about 
this. If our planet goes into cardiac arrest, there will be no donor planets that we can implant to give 
us a second chance. We have no safety net. Nothing. 

Still, there is no need for panic just yet. Our civilization has a limited window of opportunity to make 
the required lifestyle changes to prevent a major heart attack and live a long and happy life over 
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many more centuries. As stated before, there are only two requirements; correct information and a 
willingness to change. 

So you… yes you, that one over there – that one in a billion. Take this package of information. Read 
it, become informed and take action. Trust me; you will never look back. 

So, you ready? Cool. Let's begin our exploration with a simple question… 

2 Are humans smarter than bacteria?  
Well of course we are! Bacteria have only one cell. The human brain has like a 100 billion. Geez…  

Yes OK, I concede; humans are smarter than bacteria. The more relevant question might actually be; 
are a billion humans smarter than a billion bacteria? Hmm… 

There is significant evidence to suggest that the answer to that question might very well be a 
speculative "it depends…". In particular, it seems like our 100 billion brain cells grant our society no 
greater grasp of the implications of the simple exponential function than our unicellular friends. As 
long as there are resources, bacteria will keep on exponentially increasing their consumption with no 
thought of tomorrow. Apparently, so will human beings, even though the number of brain cells in a 
billion of us amounts to a 1 with a whopping twenty zeros behind it.  

Indeed, our super-smart human society is totally obsessed with exponential growth. Everything we 
know is completely dependent on it. Think about it; everything within our society has to grow by 
innocent sounding numbers like 1%, 2% or 5% per year. The bigger this number, the better it is. In 
fact, if economies do not grow with these kinds of percentages (or, heaven forbid, actually contract), 
we get very worried. Investors start panicking, politicians start fighting and people start striking. But 
really, what is wrong with growing at 2% per year? After all, 2% sounds like such a small number.  

When presented in a different way called the "doubling time", these global growth statistics are a 
little more startling. One can estimate the doubling time of any population increasing by a fixed 
percentage yearly by dividing the number 70 by the percentage increase per year. By this means, a 
1% population growth means that the global population doubles every 70 years. A 2% increase in 
energy usage means that the global consumption doubles every 35 years. And a 3% increase in water 
usage means that our consumption doubles every 23 years – a whopping 10 times increase in an 
average 75 year lifespan.  

The problem with sustained exponential growth on planet earth is that we are fuelling this growth 
with finite quantities of a wide array of natural resources. In the face of these restraints, continued 
exponential growth is flatly impossible. And the thing that makes the 21st century really interesting is 
that we will start hitting quite a few of these natural barriers in the next few decades.  

As a simple example, consider consumption in the USA against that of rapidly developing Asian 
countries like China and India. Despite having less than 5% of the world population, the USA 
consumes almost a quarter of global resources. Now imagine that China and India (with more than a 
third of the world population) were to consume like Americans, i.e. around 200% of world resources. 
It is estimated that we will need around 1.5 extra planets to feed the world if China becomes the next 
America. We don't have 1.5 extra planets… 
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Since China embraced the free enterprise system and convinced their 1.3 billion people that it is 
honourable to be rich, the Chinese economy has grown by roughly 10% per year. In other words, the 
size of the Chinese economy has increased almost ten-fold in the last two decades. So has its 
consumption. Consumption is a basic part of human nature and, unless some social miracle occurs, 
China will not be satisfied before they are just as fat as Americans.  

But the hard reality is that we are already running out of arable land for food production, projections 
are that we will reach our maximum rate of water usage in about two decades, and the rate at which 
we can extract oil is very close to peaking. These are fixed planetary boundaries which cannot be 
crossed, no matter how much money we throw at them. Many indications are that current 
consumption trends will become physically impossible within the next two decades. Guess we better 
start looking for those extra planets…  

This is not something the average person spends a lot of time thinking about, but just imagine for a 
moment that you walk into the supermarket and there is no food, flick your light switch and get no 
response, scour all the filling stations in your area to find all of them empty or, worst of all, open your 
tap to find it bone dry. Now imagine that this carries on for a week. What would you do? What would 
others do? 

Sure, we all think that this kind of stuff only happens in movies, but continued exponential growth 
will not only cross over these fixed planetary boundaries well within your lifetime, it will smash 
through them, after which it will simply be impossible to provide all the citizens of the earth with the 
levels of basic resources they have become used to consuming. We should remember what happens 
to our social structures when we are deprived of basic resources. Isolated disaster zones like New 
Orleans have sounded a clear warning.   

In order to find out what happens to an exponentially expanding society within a system of fixed 
resources, we can turn to those all-knowing bacteria again. I'm sure you've heard of this thing called 
the bacterial growth curve. When you place a small culture of bacteria in a Petri-dish, it first goes 
through a lag-phase as it adapts to the new environment. Once established, however, the population 
explodes into unchecked exponential growth in an environment of seeming abundance. What 
follows is a short stagnation phase when the resources become scarce and released toxins increase 
in concentration. And finally, the society collapses in a catastrophic death phase where virtually all 
resources are completely depleted and the released toxins make life impossible.  

If you look at the human population history, you will conclude that we are at the start of the 
stagnation phase at the moment. This is the phase where competition for limited resources becomes 
greater and damages to the environment begin to make life somewhat uncomfortable. Sound 
familiar? It should, for it is the world we live in today. You know what comes next… 

Aw, come-on now. There is no way that humans will enter a catastrophic death phase – we are just 
way too sophisticated! Anyway, the earth is not just a simple Petri-dish. It can renew its resources 
and process its wastes.   

Good point, but the cold, hard fact is that the human race is much more ignorant than it is 
sophisticated. I would venture to say that 99% of the population never even gives these issues 
serious thought. Also, anyone who thinks that the exponential phase of the human growth curve was 
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fuelled by renewable resources lives in La-La land. The human race has very efficiently utilized non-
renewable resources (of which there is a fixed amount in our Petri-dish) to grow exponentially and 
develop an appetite for consumption that is already far beyond the sustainable limits of our planet. 
The most common example of this is the use of fossil fuels, but many other examples exist such as 
the rapid depletion of fossil water reserves, minerals and biodiversity. 

This brief orgy of consumption (less than 0.01% of human history) has whetted our appetite and 
created a society totally dependent on unchecked exponential growth. Thus, our already 
unsustainable society is just getting more and more unsustainable at an ever increasing rate. And no, 
stopping does not seem to be an option. Just recently, self-imposed problems reversing growth in a 
little country as insignificant as Greece created ripple effects throughout the global economy leading 
to serious speculations of another great economic depression. We will talk a lot about this later on, 
but according to our current models the economy simply has to grow exponentially in order to 
continue existing. If it does not, everything falls apart.  

Indeed, by the use of fossil resources we have built for ourselves a global society where exponential 
growth is engrained into our very being. It is like an addiction, an addiction that we will have to drop 
very soon or face the dreaded death phase of the bacterial growth curve. Like any hard-drug addict, 
we are therefore caught between a rock and a hard place – the frightening prospect of a painful 
detoxification or certain death.  

Choosing between detox and death might seem like a real no-brainer, but just ask any drug addict 
how difficult making this choice and sticking to it actually is. Detoxing from drugs is physically and 
emotionally painful, sometimes excruciatingly so, and this naturally makes it very difficult to do the 
right thing. For this reason, this work will go to great lengths to prove that detoxification from 
unthinking consumerism not only does not need to be painful, it should actually be fun (!)  

This sounds great in theory, but we do run into this little practical problem: the majority of 
consumers on this planet will have to choose to detox. A tall order indeed – impossible even. But 
hey, if 730 million people could be convinced to sit through Justin Bieber's "Baby" on Youtube, then 
surely 730 million people can be convinced to help save the world (and improve their lives at the 
same time). Thanks Justin, you have just inspired me to bravely press on. 

Even though there are 7 billion people on this earth, the 1 billion wealthiest of them account for a 
painfully embarrassing 66% of the global consumption of resources and release of toxins within our 
finite Petri-dish. When looking on the positive side, however, this 1 billion also has enormous power 
to rapidly spread valuable information and influence each other to take corrective action. If you are 
reading this, it is very likely that you are one of this billion. 1 billion is a big number. With 1 billion 
steps, you can easily walk to the moon and back. Thus, if only a small minority of this 1 billion decides 
to take the detox plunge while the vast majority just keeps on mindlessly indulging, it will be but a 
drop in the ocean. So, think of Justin. Become a "Belieber" and do your little bit to preserve our 
society as a fun place for future generations to live in.  

But seriously now; the truth is that we need nothing short of a social miracle in the 21st century. 
Every person of influence, even though he or she is only one in a billion, has to make the conscious 
choice to detox. For if we don't, we will face the humiliating prospect of drowning in our own 
excretions like a mindless population of bacteria in a biology experiment.  
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But hey, the good news is that detoxing from consumerism certainly is much more fun than detoxing 
from cocaine. As mentioned earlier, you just need two things: the correct information and a 
willingness to change. This work will provide the correct information and do it's very best to also 
provide the willingness. This willingness will come in the form of the good old carrot and stick – the 
good that will come to you if you do it and the bad that will come to you if you don't.  

You have had a bit of the stick already, but there is plenty more where that came from. Let's get it 
over and done with… 

3 Crisis central  
The world is rapidly spiralling into a myriad of crises of unprecedented magnitude.  

So, how does this alarmist phrase make you feel now? Has anything changed from the first time you 
read it? Keep it in mind and see how your emotional reaction to this statement changes as your 
understanding grows. Such a gradual emotional shift has to happen many a million times if we are to 
successfully navigate the 21st century.  

Indeed, a thorough understanding of the nature of these crises is the most natural incentive to the 
crucial individual action needed by every one of the billion influentials and eventually also the 
remaining 6 billion up-and-comings. So, let's get cracking… 

3.1 The environmental crisis  
When talking about an environmental crisis, most people would think of climate change or global 
warming; that still somewhat theoretical problem that everyone seems to know about, but precious 
few seem prepared to take any real action on. There is another environmental problem, however, 
that is likely to be even more imminent. This problem has been stated already in the previous 
section: the fact that we live in a world with very limited renewable resources and rapidly 
diminishing non-renewable resources to which we have become completely addicted. 

The environmental crisis will therefore be divided into two sections: climate change and resource 
depletion. Let's take a look.  

3.1.1 Climate change  
Scientists are uncovering that our planet is actually a very volatile system and that the long period of 
very stable climate that has allowed our civilization to thrive can be seen as the exception rather than 
the rule. This period is known as the Holocene and has also been termed "the long summer" after the 
12 millennia of stable and warm weather. It is now becoming clear, however, that the planet needs 
only a little push to fall back into a pattern of very extreme climactic events that would continuously 
pound our highly sensitive global village into submission.  

As we already know, there is a 97% scientific consensus that humans are causing climate change. This 
has been accepted within the scientific community to such a large degree that a new geological 
epoch, the Anthropocene, is now widely being referred to as the modern era where humans are the 
primary driver influencing the Earth's ecosystems. Previously, transitions between geological epochs 
were caused by stuff like variations in the earth's distance to the sun, species evolution, meteor 
impacts and volcanic eruptions. Now, we are bigger than all of these things. In fact, judging by the 
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jaw-dropping speed with which we stamped our authority on this world in the last century or two, 
we are much, much bigger.  

The massive growth and development that has established humanity as the major planetary force 
has granted us tremendous power to shape our world. But, as the old saying goes; with great power 
comes great responsibility. Presently, we are still acting like one of those spoilt kids who inherited 
the thrown to an ancient empire, got completely corrupted by this absolute power and mercilessly 
drove his people into the ground in a selfish quest to hoard more and more power and riches. We 
have to evolve past this short-sighted, primitive mindset – not just for moral reasons, but also for our 
own sakes. Just like the king is nothing without the endeavours of his people, we are nothing without 
the sustenance provided by our planet. And just like the king's people, our planet will revolt and have 
us face the guillotine if we push it too far.  

This section will briefly describe the mechanisms by which our planet is likely to revolt and, 
subsequently, take a brief look at why we seem to be hopelessly incapable of doing anything to 
preserve the peace. But before we do that, we have to pay a short visit to the fascinating world of 
the climate change debate. 

3.1.1.1 The debate  
Many people have strong opinions on climate change. If you have not done so already, just spend a 
few minutes on the internet to confirm this for yourself. As a scientist, however, I am not very fond 
of extremism, let alone the two most insidious kinds: ignorant extremism and extremist propaganda. 
Let's therefore spend a few paragraphs on these two very dangerous topics.  

If you have a strong opinion on climate change, please spend a few seconds thinking about just how 
exactly this opinion of yours came into being. Many people establish their extremist positions based 
on media articles, blogs, statements by politicians or celebrities, Youtube videos or a simple 
subjective bias towards the outcome that they would like to be true. If you developed your strong 
opinion on climate change (or any other complex topic for that matter) from these sources, you may 
just fall into the ignorant extremist category and I strongly recommend that you invest some time to 
build up a better and more objective understanding of this topic.  

The problem with ignorant extremism is that people do not know what they do not know simply 
because they could not be bothered to look. When talking about a topic as complex as climate 
change, one needs to spend many hours reading popular science books from reputable publishers or, 
best of all, read peer reviewed scientific articles. This is a lot of effort, however, and it is much easier 
to simply draw conclusions from the very limited set of data that you already have.  

Among scientists, however, you will not easily find extremism on this topic. Scientists appreciate the 
complexity of this issue and know that, even though they know 100 times more about the field than 
many of the ignorant extremists, there is always enough uncertainty to demerit extremism. They 
know that, in the famous words of Michael Moncur, "it is very difficult to make predictions, especially 
about the future". In fact, scientists in general are so terrified of being proven wrong (a fate worse 
than death to a scientist) that they will shy away from extremist statements even if the data would 
seem to suggest an irrefutable conclusion.  



 

13 
 

This phenomenon where the ignorant seem very sure about themselves (simply because they don't 
know what they don't know) and the informed appear held back and uncertain (due to their much 
more complete understanding of the complexity of the situation) is called the Dunning-Kruger effect. 
Look it up on Wikipedia. It will greatly enhance your understanding of the world.  

Ignorant extremism often results from extremist propaganda by parties with a vested interest in one 
outcome or another. For example, oil companies have played a major part in spreading climate 
change scepticism, simply because it makes financial sense for them to do so. Similarly, other parties 
with large investments in renewable energy might resort to downright climate change fear-
mongering for the very same reason. The human race has proven itself to be very susceptible to 
extremist propaganda throughout history and, as always, history seems to be repeating itself 
unfalteringly.  

In general, the best defence against extremist propaganda is to get yourself informed. This might be 
a rather tedious task, but the internet can again help out here. A good place to start might be the 
"Scientific opinion on climate change" article on Wikipedia. Spend some time to read through it and 
follow some of the links to the references it cites. It will definitely be a good investment of your time.  

I have read a number of popular science books and articles on the topic and my reasonably informed 
opinion is that science seems to unanimously agree that humans are causing climate change. There 
also seems to be a consensus that this man-made climate change can indeed be very dangerous, with 
the majority of scientist agreeing with the scary predictions of the central authority, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). There are a significant number of scientists who 
do not agree with the IPCC's estimates of the impacts of climate change, however, but worryingly, 
most of these think that the IPCC has under-predicted rather than over-predicted its severity.  

In this writing, I will assume what will have to qualify as a rather extremist viewpoint for a scientist. 
Firstly, because this text is aimed at a general audience, some colourful and decisive wording will 
keep the reader interested (don't worry, the colourful wording will return soon so that you can wake 
up again). However, the second and by far the most important reason for my climate change 
extremism is that I am seriously concerned about the role that climate change can play in 
collaboration with the other crises discussed in this work. Even though hard, empirical evidence on 
the existence of climate change is still somewhat debatable, the existence of most of the other 
impending crises has been confirmed by real world evidence. Climate change has the potential to put 
all of these other crises into overdrive.  

Lastly, I am of the belief that a swift response to climate change will lead to the long term benefit of 
humanity as a whole whether it proves to be real or not. In fact, this entire work is based on the 
premise that a swift response to all of the crises herein discussed can bring both short and long term 
benefits to all the individuals doing the responding. On the other hand, although a tardy response to 
climate change will neither help nor hurt if it proves to be the biggest hoax of all time, significant 
delays might very well destroy our entire modern civilization if climate change turns out to be real. In 
investor terms therefore; the risks of not responding to climate change far outweigh the risks of 
responding.  
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So, with all of that established, I will snap out of this boring objective scientist mode and start using 
nice and colourful words again. Thanks for sticking with me though this treatise. Your patience will be 
rewarded in the next sections.  

3.1.1.2 Understanding the threat  
Climate change is primarily caused by increasing temperatures resulting from large quantities of 
greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere. Our burning of fossil fuels has already driven concentrations 
of the primary greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide (CO2), to levels higher than it has been at any point 
over the past 400000 years. It should therefore come as no surprise that our greenhouse is getting 
hotter.   

Now you might not think that a few extra degrees of average temperature are that bad – after all, 
the temperature fluctuates by many tens of degrees through day and night and over seasons. 
However, a mean temperature increase has a very profound influence on the oceans and on the 
atmosphere and this can disrupt the delicate balance of life on earth in all sorts of ways.  

Probably the most publicised impact of global warming is sea level rise due to melting ice and 
thermal expansion of water. You have probably seen some animations of famous cities being 
engulfed by the ocean. Indeed, sea levels are projected to rise by between 0.5 and 2 m by the end of 
this century – an amount which is sufficient to displace hundreds of millions of people from some of 
the world's largest cities. To make matters worse, recent studies have become increasingly 
concerned with the potentially catastrophic collapse of land based ice-sheets on Greenland and 
Antarctica which could unexpectedly contribute many metres of sea level rise over a period as short 
as a single decade, leading to unimaginable losses and social hardships.  

The other highly publicised impact of global warming is a steady increase in extreme weather events 
– floods, droughts, cyclones and hurricanes. Continued increases of such events can lead to massive 
loss of life, damage to property and loss of productivity, and have an especially severe impact on 
global food security. The biggest long term threat to food security, however, is the projected shifts in 
climate regions with increasing temperatures. Areas that used to get lots of rain will transition to 
getting next-to-nothing, while other areas which had a rather arid climate will suddenly get torrential 
downpours. Naturally, productive agriculture in those areas will come to a grinding halt as rapid 
climate change outpaces the ability of farmers to totally change the crops they plant and the 
machinery and methods they use. In addition, permanent desertification of large areas of the globe 
will cut a big slice out of our already limited amount of arable land.  

Overall, scientists agree that life will become increasingly difficult as temperatures increase and 
ultimately become virtually impossible when we hit six degrees. Planet Earth has experienced six 
degrees of warming once before in a period ominously known as the "Great Dying" about 250 million 
years ago. The Great Dying cost the earth more than 90% of all its life. For this reason, six degrees of 
warming is often referred to as the doomsday scenario.  

But hey, why all the doom and gloom? Currently we are at only 0.6 degrees of warming – a mere 
tenth of the requirement for the doomsday scenario. When the time comes, we'll just handle this like 
we handle all of our other tests. We'll watch TV and party until the last day before the exam, finally 
start feeling the pressure, drink lots of coffee, cram through the entire night and actually pass the 
test the next day. No problem.  



 

15 
 

Yes, it is true that we are still a long way away from another mass extinction event, but the problem 
is that global warming cannot suddenly be stopped by a desperate worldwide cramming session. 
Indeed, two pieces of additional understanding are needed to fully comprehend the massive amount 
of trouble we are in already today, at the start of 2012.  

Firstly, the earth contains several climactic tipping points, beyond which irreversible and disastrous 
runaway climate change could be inevitable. Here are some examples: melting ice-caps reduce the 
reflectivity of the ocean causing greater heat absorption; higher temperatures cause forests to burn 
and die of pests which thrive in the warmer climate, thereby actually releasing more CO2 than they 
absorb; Siberian permafrost is melting in rapidly rising temperatures, thereby allowing bacteria to 
decompose tons and tons of ancient organic material and releasing megatons of methane (a 22 times 
more powerful greenhouse gas than CO2); methane hydrates on the ocean floor become unstable 
with rising ocean temperatures and are released to the atmosphere as gas to contribute to global 
warming; and the oceans, which currently manage to absorb about a third of our CO2 are becoming 
acidic because of this absorption and thereby threatening the natural habitat of microscopic 
photosynthesizing organisms which are responsible for 70% of photosynthetic activity on earth and 
which form the basis of all oceanic food chains.  

OK, let's take a much needed breath and recap after this 150 word sentence. All of the mechanisms 
just described so verbosely have one thing in common: they are positive feedback loops, meaning 
that, as they increase in severity, they will strengthen themselves and each other. If we allow these 
processes to build up enough steam, we will end up with a system of positive feedbacks that will lock 
the planet in a self-strengthening spiral into oblivion with no further help from us – like we are all on 
a train with the engine stuck on full speed headed straight for a sheer precipice.   

Now just imagine that some of us manage to see this precipice a short while before the accelerator 
becomes completely jammed. In order to avert disaster, three things need to happen: Firstly, we 
need to convince enough people of importance that the precipice does in fact exist and that falling 
down it will not be a pleasant experience, then we have to figure out how to switch off the train's 
engine and put on the brake, and last (but not least) we have to do this early enough to allow the 
train sufficient distance to stop. Trains need a long distance to stop, even if we finally manage to get 
the brakes on. Planets, unfortunately, are quite a lot slower to respond than trains… 

Indeed, the second category of crucial climate change understanding is the incredible thermal inertia 
of planet Earth. Due to the massive scale of the planet, huge amounts of energy are required to bring 
about any meaningful change in global average temperature. NASA scientists calculated that the 
earth is gaining energy at a rate of 0.58 W/m2. If you distribute this over the entire surface of the 
earth, it turns out that the earth is gaining energy at a rate 20 times greater than the total rate of 
human energy consumption. Despite this massive energy influx, our planet is only heating up by 
0.2°C per decade. This sluggishness is good in the sense that it significantly delays the onset of very 
dire consequences of global warming, but it has a dark side as well: The planet will need just as much 
time to cool down as it needed to heat up – just like the speed of a train.  

But this is not even the primary problem posed by thermal inertia. As mentioned before, the CO2 that 
we have already released into the atmosphere has pushed atmospheric concentrations of this 
greenhouse gas higher than it has been at any point in recorded history. Interestingly, CO2 is a 
relatively weak greenhouse gas, but the thing that makes it dangerous is that it stays in the 
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atmosphere for such a long time. The average CO2 molecule released today will stay in the 
atmosphere for more than a century. Thus, due to the planet's thermal inertia, the CO2 released 
today will cause gradual global warming for decades to come. And once it is released into the 
atmosphere, there is no even remotely economically viable way to get it out again.  

These two factors, thermal inertia and the longevity of atmospheric CO2, imply that our train called 
planet Earth will need many decades to stop once we have finally agreed to put on the brakes. 
Unfortunately, our glimmering society, its humungous number of brain cells and all, has not yet even 
agreed to take its foot off the accelerator, let alone touch the brake. Meanwhile, the precipice into 
oblivion is not going anywhere. We are just running out of track at an ever increasing rate… 

Indications are that irreversible positive feedback mechanisms will kick in roughly at a 3°C global 
temperature rise, effectively jamming the accelerator of our global train and sending it hurtling over 
the precipice into a six degree global warming hell. The really scary thing is that it is statistically 
possible that the amount of CO2 already in the atmosphere is enough to drive the planet over this 
threshold within a century or so, implying that future generations might face a global catastrophe 
even if we magically manage to stop all emissions today. Unfortunately, this is flatly impossible and 
most studies project CO2 levels to double within the 21st century. In short therefore, we are neck-
deep in trouble.  

For these reasons, a significant part of climate change research nowadays is focussed on so-called 
geoengineering solutions. These are crazy sounding ideas like launching millions of mirrors into space 
to reflect incoming solar radiation, spraying tons of sulphur particles into the atmosphere, painting 
our entire world white or fertilizing large parts of the massive oceans to encourage the growth of 
photosynthesizing organisms. The serious consideration of such sci-fi ideas reflects the quiet 
desperation of climate scientists. I guess you can easily imagine that the costs of any of these 
proposals will be truly astronomical and will have to be maintained over centuries in order to cool 
our greenhouse. In addition, it is highly likely that such planet-wide schemes can have all kinds of 
side-effects tipping the planet even further out of balance and creating more crises than it solves.  

If such desperate measures prove to be necessary, the politics surrounding the process will be truly 
horrendous. How will the costs be distributed between countries and classes? Who will decide which 
approach to follow? Who will take responsibility for maintaining the system over hundreds of years? 
What is plan B for when the inevitable complications occur or when unexpected side-effects emerge? 

No, we certainly don't want to go there. Emission reductions are a much more practical, cost 
effective and natural way to combat this crisis. But the inefficiency with which we are approaching 
the issue of emission reductions is not exactly good for confidence. We all blame the politicians who 
seem totally incapable of coming to any kind of agreement even when the science says that we are 
perilously close to the edge of an irreversible disaster, but, as we shall soon see, the politicians' 
hands are tied, primarily by us, the voters, and by our competitive global village.  

3.1.1.3 Our head-in-the-sand response 
Like a flock of 1 billion metaphorical ostriches, our instinctive reaction is to bury our heads in the 
sand and pretend that the climate change problem does not exist whenever it is brought to our 
attention. And the perceived difficulty of solving this problem is not exactly helping us to take our 
heads out and hold them high so that we can see the big picture. But yet, this big picture is the one 
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that we desperately need to see. As we will discuss later on, effectively combating climate change 
will have tremendous benefits for the general health, wealth and happiness of society. But first, we 
have to understand just how our heads got to be so deep in the sand in the first place.  

The basic root of the problem is that climate change is caused by the very thing that made our 
society great, the very thing that drove the great industrial revolution – fossil fuel combustion. Our 
greatest weapon is therefore also our greatest threat. We are quite literally powerless without this 
weapon, but we will perish in a six-degree global warming hell if we continue using it for much 
longer. Wow... I must admit that the head-in-the-sand reflex is a pretty natural response when faced 
with such a colossal conundrum.  

But let's now take a brief look at the practical manifestations of our fossil fuel conundrum. The first 
and foremost of these is economical. With the current state of technology, making large-scale 
environmentally friendly policy changes will make everything more expensive. The cost of energy in 
particular will escalate greatly and cause parallel rises in costs of virtually every other consumable in 
the market. Most of the 1 billion in the title of this work will be able to absorb these cost increases 
reasonably comfortably by cutting back on some unnecessary indulgences, but, due to the inequality 
crisis to be discussed later on, billions of our fellow human beings will not be so lucky. Substantial 
increases in the cost of basic food, water and electricity will cause the poverty line to jump upwards, 
plunging hundreds of millions of people into poverty.  

The massive social problems resulting from this shift in the poverty line will be exacerbated by the 
middle-class being forced to curb its consumption. This will lead to significant job losses in the 
McDonald's consumer society that we have created for ourselves and will once again hit the poor the 
hardest. In a modern democracy, the poor have a voice just as strong as that of the rich and they will 
be sure to use this voice to make the life of the politician that caused their suffering very 
uncomfortable indeed.  

But actually, the primary obstacle that is holding back binding international environmental 
agreements is the complexity. It sounds logical to say that every country must simply make a fixed 
percentage emissions cut by a certain date, but that would be grossly unfair because the economic 
problems described above will have a disproportionally large impact on poorer countries who are 
actually relatively innocent when it comes to fouling our Petri-dish.  

In the end, it sounds much fairer to demand large cuts from developed countries that have by far the 
largest per capita emission statistics. However, this puts these countries, which are already under 
pressure due to their aging populations (our next crisis), at a great disadvantage compared to rapidly 
developing countries in Asia and South America.  

So in the end it all comes down to developing countries demanding large cuts from developed 
countries due to their disproportionately large per capita emissions and developed countries 
demanding large cuts from developing countries due to the rapid emissions increases of their 
massive populations. Both have very strong arguments. Well-developed countries like the USA and 
Australia have per capita CO2 emissions ten times (!) that which is sustainable, while big developing 
countries like China and India have comparatively much smaller per capita emissions. On the other 
hand, the developed countries have stabilized their emissions and are even decreasing them while 
China is building one full sized coal fired power-plant every week and have successfully doubled the 
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per capita emissions of their 1.3 billion strong population in the last decade. The east accuses the 
west of hopeless per-capita over-consumption, while the west accuses the east of using western 
principles to rapidly increase per capita consumption of their massive and unsustainably large 
populations. I guess you can easily see how this argument can drone on for decades.  

The truth is that politicians from both sets of countries want what is best for their citizens and, in this 
growth addicted world, business as usual seems to be the only viable option. As has been graphically 
illustrated over many years of fruitless negotiations, we cannot rely on politicians alone to save us 
from the death phase of the bacterial growth curve.  

It is at this point where people usually turn to the enigmatic "technological miracle" that will allow us 
to simply carry on without any thought of tomorrow. Scientists will finally invent the long awaited 
cold fusion reactor or magically cover the entire Sahara with solar power plants which, by some 
magical lossless electricity teleportation mechanism, can feed the entire earth with clean energy, 
generate sufficient abundance to desalinate sea-water for meeting our rapidly rising freshwater 
needs and produce hydrogen from electrolysis to cover all our transportation energy needs. Yeah, 
right… 

Unfortunately, this is the real world and realistic estimates project renewable energy sources to 
perhaps contribute half of the world's energy needs by the end of the 21st century, both for 
economic and practical reasons. Economically, capital investments required by renewable 
technologies are still disproportionately high and some of these technologies will release almost just 
as much CO2 during their construction as they save during their operational life. As we will discuss 
later on, only the capital costs of building energy infrastructure at a rate which might just avert 
disaster will consume about 8% of the income of every single member of the billion for decades to 
come. What do you think the public response to a permanent 8% global tax hike will be? 

Practically, renewable sources are simply too unreliable. If the wind does not blow or the sun does 
not shine, they simply don't work. This would have been OK if it was economically possible to store 
massive quantities of electricity, but unfortunately it is not – not by a long shot. Fossil fuel 
combustion, on the other hand, is incredibly convenient in the sense that one can simply burn more 
coal when the demand is high and burn less when the demand is low. You only need to spend a little 
time studying the inner workings of electricity networks to find out just how incredibly valuable this 
fossil fuel convenience really is.  

Just to put the final nail in the coffin of the scientific miracle fix, one has to take into account the 
timescales typically required to develop, demonstrate, commercialize and deploy a new technology. 
Huge sums of money are involved and risks are typically minimized by very gradual scale-up and 
testing which quickly place several decades between process conception and eventual widespread 
commercial deployment. In addition, as mentioned before, the capital costs involved in suddenly 
replacing all of our power plants, cars and fuel networks will be truly astronomical and the world will 
only be able to make this investment over the course of many decades.  

Thus, I'm afraid, a technological quick fix is simply out of the question and our only hope lies in 
significant lifestyle changes within the billion. You got that? Just in case you drifted off there for a 
while, I'll say it again: if society does not change, we are quite literally screwed. There is simply no 
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viable alternative solution. And as you will soon see, significant lifestyle changes are the only even 
remotely feasible option for tackling the second leg of the environmental crisis as well.  

In closing, please understand that we as the billion simply cannot keep our heads in the sand. When 
the world starts burning around us, our buried heads might be safe for a while, but our bodies will fry 
(which is guaranteed to be a distinctly unpleasant experience). So please, lift up your head and use 
this new and elevated vantage point to clearly see the objective reality of the situation. Only then 
can your head direct your body to perform the actions needed to save our world and live happily 
ever after.  

3.1.2 Resource depletion 
Right, now that your head is hopefully above ground-level, we can take a look at the second 
constituent of the environmental crisis. As discussed already, we have built the growth-addicted 
society that we live in today by using an array of distinctly non-renewable resources, thus making the 
comparison to the bacterial growth curve a very valid one. We have also seen that we are now at the 
start of the stagnation phase in the bacterial growth curve, i.e. the stage where resources start 
running out and toxins start compiling. 

The primary toxin that we are releasing is the carbon dioxide causing climate change as we have just 
discussed. Exactly like the unicellular bacteria, we are taking our non-renewable resources (primarily 
fossil fuels) and transforming them to waste products (primarily carbon dioxide) in order to fuel our 
exponential growth. We have already discussed the potentially catastrophic implications of the 
accumulation of these wastes within our finite environment. Now we will take a look at the hazards 
stemming from the depletion of resources. 

While our personal waste excretions are measured as our carbon footprints (tons of CO2 per person 
per year), our personal resource consumption is measured in global hectares (GHs). This is the 
number of hectares of biologically active earth surface area used to generate the myriad of resources 
that humans continually consume; be it food, water, clothing, shelter, transportation and building 
infrastructure or energy. When fairly divided among the earth's citizens, there are 2 GHs per person. 
Presently we are using, on average, 50% more than this number, implying that we are already 
consuming more than the planet can sustainably provide. When taking into account that the vast 
majority of Earth's citizens are poor and not consuming much, this is truly striking. We, the billion, 
representing one seventh of the human race, are sucking the entire planet dry almost by ourselves – 
a truly frightening accomplishment.  

We learnt earlier that we would need 1.5 extra planets if China were to consume like America. Well 
today, at the start of 2012, we already need almost one and a half planets to satisfy the cravings of 
our consumption crazed culture. And at the rate at which Asia is growing, we will need much more in 
the future. It is therefore clear that we have a serious problem. We are already exceeding the 
biological carrying capacity of our home and eating into our savings. Our savings will not last forever, 
and when they run out there will be no-one who can bail us out.  

So, even when Asia has only begun using western capitalism to grow like an American who won free 
McDonalds for a year, we have already overshot the rate at which the planet can renew the 
resources we so unthinkingly consume. But this is only the tip of the iceberg. The mass lurking 
beneath the water is our massive consumption of non-renewable resources.  
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We'll look at the implications of our depletion of non-renewable resources first and then also spend 
some time on how we are overshooting our renewables. This is a very dangerous double-whammy, 
so please switch on. It is vitally important that this message is well understood. Let's take a look.  

3.1.2.1 Non-renewables 
For the sake of brevity, this writing will focus primarily on the most important non-renewable 
resources: the carbon-based fossil fuels of coal, oil and natural gas. The conclusions drawn are, 
however, just as applicable to all the other non-renewable, very slowly renewable or fundamentally 
finite resources such as freshwater reserves in aquifers and mountain glaciers, potential alternative 
energy sources like uranium, mineral reserves such as copper, zinc, nickel, gold and PGM's, fertile 
topsoil, and of course our fantastic and priceless biodiversity. When looking at even such a very 
condensed list of non-renewable resources on which we are completely dependent, the comparison 
between humans on earth to bacteria in a Petri-dish becomes all the more relevant. 

But now back to fossil fuels... We all know that we will have to switch over to renewable energy 
sources in the near future and, as noted before, most of us rely blindly on the magical technological 
fix to make this happen. The reality is, however, that the magical technological miracle fix is in the 
same league as the Tooth Fairy and Father Christmas – very cool characters creating fun stories to 
tell our kids, but, like all of us adults (hopefully) know, not real. In essence therefore, most of us are 
counting on Father Christmas to come and save us. Geez… We seriously need a good dose of reality.  

The first reality check is the realisation of just exactly how fantastic these fossil fuels really are. The 
incredible advantages they offer in terms of practicality have been touched upon already, but their 
primary advantage is the fantastic accessibility of the abundant and highly concentrated energy they 
contain.  

Let's first spend a paragraph or three on the concentrated nature of this energy. Sure, the energy 
density of fossil fuels is a thing that only engineers would normally get excited about, but everyone 
should know just how awesome this really is. In simple terms, the high energy density of fossil fuels 
allows lots of energy to be extracted from a small mass of fuel. This is especially important in 
transportation where the fuel needs to be dragged around with the car or plane or whatever in order 
to continuously supply the energy it needs to move forward.  

For a medium sized family car, you can travel 1000 km on just 40 kg of fossil fuel, but if this energy 
has to be stored in batteries for example, you would need 400 kg of battery capacity to go a miserly 
200 km or so. In scientific terms, the energy density of normal gasoline is 47200 kJ/kg while that of 
the batteries used in electric vehicles varies between 100 and 720 kJ/kg – an energy density between 
472 and 66 times lower than that of gasoline. This really is a massive difference. 

Naturally, while the high energy density of fossil fuels is very convenient for cars, it is absolutely 
essential for planes. A jumbo-jet loaded with the tons and tons of batteries it would need to get over 
the Atlantic would never even get off the runway. In this sense, it is safe to say that we would have 
never gotten our awesome power of flight if it wasn't for the high energy density of fossil fuels.   

While the concentrated nature of fossil fuels is cool, their shear abundance and ease of extraction 
are even cooler. Because of these factors, cheap and abundant energy from fossil fuels has allowed 
our society to develop average quality of life to a level that even the most lavish of past kings could 
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only dream about. Fossil fuels have given us massive homes where we are safe and warm, exotic 
foods from all around the globe, means of transportation that can take us all around the world in a 
single day, machines that do all of our manual labour, and a complex society that allows us to spend 
very little effort on meeting our basic needs, while investing all of the residual effort into specialised 
or leisure activities. Read this sentence again and just give this realization a few seconds to sink in: 
we really do live like royalty. The energy usage inside of a single home (heating, cooling, lighting, 
washing, cooking etc.) would require 50 slaves to maintain if it were not for fossil fuels. 

This slave-analogy is worth dwelling on for a few more paragraphs. Just imagine all the slaves, horses 
and other labour animals that would be required to pull your car to and from work every day, 
catch/gather, process and prepare all of the exotic food you consume, procure the raw materials and 
provide the labour required to manufacture all the clothes that you wear, the car you ride in, the 
road you ride on, the shopping mall you visit, the skyscraper you work in and the chair you are sitting 
in right now, and carry the countless messages that you send all across the world every single day. 
Quite astonishing, isn't it? Each of us has been granted hundreds if not thousands of willing, hard-
working and incredibly cheap fossil fuel slaves that never complain and never go on strike.  

At least not yet… 

So, how did we manage to create thousands of slaves for each one of the billion? The answer is 
simple: massive residual energy. When fossil fuels were first discovered, they spilled out of the 
ground almost by themselves. In other words, very high purity fossil fuels could be extracted with 
minimum effort. The first oil delivered a hundred units of energy for every unit that was required to 
extract it, even with the very primitive technology available at the time. Similarly, the first coal to be 
extracted was high-quality and easily accessible Anthracite with an even higher yield rate. This meant 
that, for every single unit of energy we invested, we got 99 units out to do with as we pleased.  

And that we certainly did. We have used this massive residual energy to build for us a society that no 
one in their wildest imaginations could even dream about before we discovered the power of fossil 
fuels – trillions of slaves to answer our every beck and call. We have become very used to this and, 
like always, we want more. 

The basic problem (that everyone is aware of) is that we are running out of slaves that can be 
extracted from the ground, but again, this is just the tip of the iceberg. The rest of the iceberg is the 
fact that, as we find ourselves digging deeper and deeper in more and more hostile environments, 
we have to put more and more of the slaves that we already have to work in order to extract the 
slaves that we plan to use in the future. This phenomenon has been very adequately termed "energy 
cannibalism". The energy we use to extract more energy is literally eating more and more of itself. Of 
course, when you get to the point where you burn out more than one slave to extract a new slave 
from the ground, the entire exercise becomes futile, no matter how many slaves are still left in the 
ground. 

For this reason, data about the amount of fossil fuel resources left in the earth can be greatly 
misleading since they implicitly assume that we will need no energy investment to extract this 
ancient energy from the ground. This assumption is getting more and more wrong by the day. For oil, 
the ratio of energy returned on energy invested (EROEI) has been falling like a rock from the initial 
100 to 1 to roughly 10 to 1 today – and this is with all of the tremendous technological advancements 
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within the oil industry factored in. "New hopes" such as the Canadian tar sands have a miserly EROEI 
ratio of 3:1. Similarly, we have burned through our reserves of the highly prized Anthracite coal and 
have moved on to poorer quality ores, containing much less accessible energy. Granted, the problem 
with coal is not yet as severe as that with oil, but the fact that it is further away certainly does not 
make it any less real.  

Two very direct results follow: the maximum achievable rate of resource extraction slows down as 
reserves get increasingly hard to get at, while the severity of energy cannibalism increases 
exponentially. Exponentially? Yes, if you consider that a 10 to 1 energy cannibalism (or EROEI) ratio 
implies that 1 fossil fuel slave is burned out to make 10 new slaves, you can say that the energy 
penalty was 10%. How about 7 to 1? 14% - still not too bad. 5 to 1? 20% - a little less rosy. 4 to 1: 
25%, 3 to 1: 33%, 2 to 1: 50% and 1 to 1 culminates in the full 100% where every new-born fossil fuel 
slave mercilessly devours its parent. Thus, you can easily see that initial losses in efficiency result in a 
rather gradual increase in the energy penalty, but as we lose our last little bit of efficiency, the 
energy penalty suddenly goes into lift-off. (Yes OK, it is not a true exponential function, but it does 
behave like one, and dangerous exponential behaviour is the take-home message here.) 

If we couple this to our society which is completely dependent on exponential growth, we can clearly 
see the problem: We demand exponentially increasing amounts of residual energy while the source 
of this energy is getting increasingly hard to access and the amount of total energy required to 
liberate this residual energy is increasing exponentially.  

This is extremely scary; we are hurtling towards fixed planetary boundaries propelled by three large 
and compounding factors – an exponentially increasing demand for energy, an exponentially 
increasing energy penalty for generating new energy and an eventual peak followed by an 
exponential decrease in the possible rate of fossil energy extraction. This is much like accelerating 
your car using its conventional engine, some strap-on rockets and an airplane jet-engine straight 
towards an unbreakable brick wall.  

The result? Splat… Or, at the risk of sounding like a broken record, the bacterial death phase.  

Why so? Quite simply, our wonderfully complex society will crumble into dust without the diligent 
labour of trillions of cheap fossil fuel slaves. Indeed, some scholars have already identified the 
greatest threat to our modern society as the massive amounts of energy and resources we require 
just to maintain the status quo. If some extreme event disrupts this constant flow of energy and 
resources, our society will disintegrate like a snowman in the Sahara.  

The most widely publicised face of this disintegration is called "peak oil". I will not spend a lot of time 
on peak oil in this writing since it has been very well discussed by many others already, so if you want 
to find out more, just ask Google. Just to give you a taste though, take a look at this peak-oil 
projection: oil-importing nations (almost everyone outside of the Middle East) will see oil imports 
decline from as early as this year until it reaches zero by 2040 (oil producing nations will obviously 
only export the oil they do not need themselves). This gives many counties less than three decades to 
get completely off oil. Wow… I would really like to see how we pull that off.  

Finally, returning to the technological miracle fix, you have to take into account the gigantic numbers 
of these fossil fuel slaves that will be required to develop, commercialise and globally deploy 
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renewable energy alternatives which can continue generating a new generation of slaves to satisfy 
our ever-growing appetite. Renewables exhibit a rather high degree of energy cannibalism, implying 
that our new renewable slaves will need to consume quite a large number of fossil fuel slaves during 
birth. For wind, estimates range from 4:1 (pessimistic) to 24:1 (optimistic) units of energy returned 
per energy invested, while solar comes in somewhat lower at 2:1 (pessimistic) to 11:1 (optimistic). 
The ranges are so wide because of the wide variability in wind and solar availability across the globe.  

Now consider that, while the extraction of fossil fuels requires a gradual energy investment during 
extraction, renewables demand the entire investment up-front. It is almost like buying a home; fossil 
fuels give a home loan that can be gradually repaid while using the home, while renewables demand 
payment of the entire purchase price in full before you are even allowed to move in. If this were the 
case, almost no-one would ever be able to afford a home.  

This up-front energy investment is massive and the reality is that we simply do not have any left to 
spare. We will have to make this investment at some time though, and the longer we wait, the 
harder it will become. But still, we continue to exponentially increase our use of fossil fuels, openly 
advocating our business as usual model of perpetual exponential growth. In other words, the 99% of 
global economists and politicians backing perpetual exponential economic growth believe in magic. 
Perhaps Peter Pan visits them every night and whisks them off to Never-Never Land – a magical place 
with no planetary boundaries or up-front energy and capital investments.  

For the rest of us who are stuck here on planet Earth, there really is only one alternative: drastically 
reduce the amount of fossil fuel slaves that we employ for all of our residual activities (basically all of 
our totally superfluous consumption), and redirect as many of them as possible into finding ways and 
building the infrastructure needed to create a new generation of slaves that can keep our complex 
society running. Yep, I know what you're thinking. That old saying "it is easier said than done" comes 
to mind, doesn't it?  

Indeed, such an undertaking implies that we have to do two very painful-sounding things; stop our 
mindless consumerism and start investing our hard-earned money in things that will bring us no 
immediate benefit (gasp!). By curbing our consumerism, we will stop wasting our precious remaining 
few trillions of fossil fuel slaves, and by redirecting our funds, we can put these slaves to work to 
develop a new generation of ever-lasting, renewable slaves that will happily serve us and countless 
future generations. These might sound like two very difficult things to do, but quite frankly, we have 
got no choice whatsoever.  

Anyway, as you will soon see, this detoxification from mindless consumerism does not have to be 
nearly as painful as it sounds. When I walk down the street and see all of those extra fatty kilos being 
dragged about by diligent fossil fuel slaves, it strikes me quite plainly that some austerity is sorely 
needed to maintain the health of our society. Indeed, this work will go on to show that intelligent, 
sustainable living is the only route to achieving that cherished trinity of health, wealth and happiness.  

But we have a lot more crises to work through before that point. Let's keep going with a look at how 
we are currently pushing our renewables over the brink.  
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3.1.2.2 Renewables 
Our primary renewable resources are those that keep us alive day by day: oxygen, water and food. 
We can last a few minutes without oxygen, a few days without water and a few weeks without food. 
Thus, it is clear to see that running out of these guys is not exactly recommended. 

Fortunately we are pretty well covered in the oxygen department. Even though oxygen levels are 
decreasing at the same rate as CO2 levels are increasing (through fossil fuel combustion) and we are 
rapidly killing all the forests and ocean plankton producing our oxygen, we have such a large quantity 
of it that we will not run out for many centuries. 

The story is very different for water and food though. On the water front, we are facing yet another 
double crisis: the fact that, at current growth rates, we will reach our maximum water usage rate 
within the next two decades and the fact that mountain glaciers and fossil water aquifers which 
deliver a substantial portion of the freshwater consumed by about half of the global population will 
be largely eliminated by global warming (glaciers) and depleted by overuse (aquifers) probably within 
the first half of the 21st century. 

Although the lack of water for drinking and sanitation will be a massive problem, the largest problem 
created by these water shortages will be the effect that it will have on global food production. 
Agriculture constitutes about 70% of our global freshwater usage. And the reality is that agriculture is 
already under pressure from rapid increases in demand, overuse of fertile topsoils and increasing 
climate variability. Adding on top of that the absence of glacial run-off in the dry season would be an 
absolute disaster for global food security. 

In order to delve a little deeper into this looming crisis, we will focus this discussion primarily on the 
basis of our food pyramid: grains (wheat, oats, barley, corn, soybeans etc.). Grains represent about 
half of the entire caloric consumption of the human race. Acknowledging the importance of this food 
source, it might come as a surprise to know that only half of the grains consumed are actually 
consumed by humans. More than a third of the global grain harvest gets used as livestock feed, with 
the remainder going to ethanol production for biofuels. 

So, while most people think that food security is an issue because of overpopulation, the reality is 
that this is just the tip of the iceberg (again). The primary problem is actually the rapidly increasing 
competition coming from livestock and biofuel production, primarily because of rapid economic 
developments in Asia. 

Depending on who you believe, it takes between 6 to 20 kg of grain to produce 1 kg of beef. The 
caloric value per kilogram of beef is much lower than that of grains and therefore the energy that a 
human being gets from beef has been diluted by a factor of 20-50 in comparison to what he would 
have gotten from directly consuming the grains.  

Of course most regular meat eaters are not concerned about this huge energy inefficiency at all. In 
fact, they are much more concerned about too many calories than too few. This is just another 
testament to the ignorance of the general population to the existence of planetary boundaries and to 
the self-centredness of our race. Sure, in a world where food production capacities are limitless and 
there are not already 1 billion starving people, one could be excused for not caring about a factor of 
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50 dilution of the available food energy supply, but, once again, I have to remind you that we live on 
planet Earth and not in Never-Never land.  

The energy dilution resulting from meat, dairy and eggs is pretty bad, but this is still nothing 
compared to the complete idiocy that is the production of grain-based biofuels. While at least a 
fraction of the caloric energy from grains results in human sustenance through meat, dairy and eggs, 
biofuels contribute a flat 0%. But that is not even the worst of it. The worst is the EROEI of grain-
based biofuels which stand at the miserly 1.5:1. This means that biofuel production is an almost 
complete waste of resources where rampant energy cannibalism consumes the majority of the newly 
produced energy. 

When peak oil hits, however, we might have little choice other than biofuels. Chances are that this 
will happen while the vast majority of cars on earth still have internal combustion engines under the 
hood and global electricity production is not even close to the capacity needed to also produce the 
energy required for all of our transportation needs. But what will all of this mean for global food 
security? Only more bad news I'm afraid… Currently, the human race uses about 4 billion tons of 
crude oil a year (125 ton/s). We can get about 30 tons of biofuels per square kilometre of arable land. 
This implies that we need 133 million square kilometres of arable land to supply the same mass of 
biofuels. We currently only have 14 million square kilometres in total. I guess you see the problem… 

The point I am getting at is that, although population growth is a problem, the primary threat posed 
by planetary boundaries will result from the rapid increases in consumption of the humans already 
on this planet. In the last two centuries, the human population has increased sixfold (which sounds 
quite impressive), but wait till you hear this: In the same time period, our energy use has increased 
eightyfold and our global economy (and resource consumption) has increased seventyfold, implying a 
twelvefold increase in per-capita consumption. Think about it; our individual consumption of 
resources has grown at a rate twice that of the population. That is truly amazing.  

Yes, we need to stabilize global population. This is very important. But increases in our numbers 
represent only a third of the problem. Consumerism is actually the primary threat, and the even 
more scary part is that the human drive for consumption seems to be even greater than the human 
drive for procreation. Also, given the belated eastern adoption of the age old western philosophy of 
over-consumption and self-interest, this, our "locust instinct", can truly take off and ravage the 
bounty of the earth.  

Anyway, it's not like we can really do anything to reduce the global population. If we do not do 
something atrocious like start WWIII or something, we are pretty much stuck with all the people we 
already have. On the other hand, there is a lot that we can do about reducing our per capita 
consumption. Therefore, for this and the aforementioned reasons, this writing will largely forget 
about the overpopulation problem and direct the majority of its words towards the problem of 
consumerism.  

The realization of just how unsustainable rampant consumerism really is can be a very sobering 
wake-up call. For example; the average American (and there are more than 300 million of them) 
literally consumes like we had four planets. In other words; if the entire world population were to 
consume like Americans, we would need to find three more planets to meet the demand. 
Meanwhile, China and India are rapidly transitioning towards to a meat-rich diet and more and more 
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families are becoming the proud owner of their very own car. These are very positive indicators of 
the rapidly rising living standards observed in these countries, but unfortunately, they will run into 
some unmovable planetary boundaries long before they have achieved their very own "American 
dream". Presently, the Chinese per capita consumption is just about on the limits of sustainability, 
but the problem is the rate at which their ecological footprint is increasing. The Chinese footprint has 
quadrupled over the past four decades and has shown no signs of slowing down. Another 
quadrupling by 2050 will mean that the Chinese would require close to the entire planet's  
biocapacity only for themselves.  

Obviously this is impossible and we cannot let this happen, but who are we westerners who consume 
like we had 3, 4 or 5 planets (and have been doing so for many years) to tell the easterners that they 
are not allowed to chase the American consumption dream? Just like it is with climate change, the 
west is in the wrong due to their massive per capita consumption and the east is in the wrong due to 
their rapid increases in per capita consumption and their unsustainably large populations.  

Just to put this more into perspective, we can investigate the ecological footprints of some key 
countries. Recall that the sustainable ecological footprint for the world on average is about 2 GHs. 
The USA consumes around 8 GHs per person, which sounds terrible, but because their population is 
not so completely out of control, their land actually has a biocapacity of almost 4 GHs for every 
person living in the country. China, on the other hand, currently consumes just about their fair share 
of 2 GHs per person, but due to their massive population, their country can spare less than 1 GH of 
biocapacity for each person. Thus, the Chinese are overshooting their country's biocapacity by an 
even greater percentage than the Americans, the only difference being the fact that they are doing it 
by over-population while the Americans are doing it by over-consumption.  

From this point of view, neither the USA nor China has a moral leg to stand on. Their countries are 
very similar in size and biological carrying capacity, but, through two distinctly different mechanisms, 
they are consuming more than twice that which their countries can sustain and thereby sucking the 
rest of the world dry. Yet, their politicians are out in force wasting our resources trying to prove each 
other "more wrong". This is quite ridiculous really – like a murderer and a rapist debating about who 
is the guiltiest.  

This kind of viewpoint yields some further, rather interesting results. Australia and Canada, despite 
having per capita ecological footprints comparable to that of the USA, are consuming less than half of 
the biocapacity of their respective countries, simply because they have such small populations. 
Therefore, Canadians and Australians are actually consuming well within their means (i.e. 
sustainably). India, on the other hand, despite having a per capita ecological footprint of a mere 0.9 
GHs per person, are already significantly over their country's biocapacity of 0.5 GHs per person due 
to their massive and very dense population. Thus, despite the fact that Indians consume 8 times less 
than Australians and Canadians, their truly massive population means that they are in fact a much 
more unsustainable burden on the resources of the earth.  

These are very delicate issues – issues that politicians can argue over for decades while the world 
burns around them. Thus, if we leave this up to politicians, it will end in a stalemate similar to that 
observed in the political climate change circus we are currently witnessing. We simply don't have this 
kind of time to waste.  
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As said before; we are all responsible. If you are an American and you are expecting the Chinese and 
Indians to curb their crazy growth in order to save the world, well, I'm sorry to say, but you are an 
idiot. If you are Chinese or Indian and you are expecting the Americans to curb their massive per 
capita consumption in order to save the world, you are an idiot of equal magnitude. You have 
absolutely zero direct influence over the behaviour of a single person in a country located on the 
opposite side of the globe, let alone hundreds of millions of them. The only person over whom you 
have direct influence is yourself. I strongly suggest that you start using this influence.  

We are responsible – all of us equally so.  We must accept this responsibility. And we must act.  

Now.  

3.1.2.3 Closure 
Just as a final little spur of motivation, it can be useful to take a brief look at reasons for the fall of 
past civilizations and compare these with the situation we find ourselves in today. As an example, a 
primary reason for the fall of the Roman Empire is thought to be their great dependence on slave 
labour which induced complacency and reduced the collective drive for further innovation. When 
their structures got too large and complex and their slaves began revolting, their glorious empire 
came apart at the seams like a cheap suit in a rainstorm. Our dependence on fossil fuel slave labour 
and the effects that this has had on our society displays a rather unnerving similarity.   

The greatest killer of civilizations, however, is basic resource shortages, often caused by rare 
climactic events like long droughts or cold spells. History shows that food shortages have played a 
part in the fall of almost every great human civilization which has come before, often interacting with 
other collapse triggers like disease, wars, social unrest and overpopulation. We would do well to 
learn from the mistakes of our forefathers and not fall into the same traps, primarily because, while 
they represented the Egyptian, Roman or Mayan civilizations, we represent the entire human 
civilization.  

The facts are that our food supply is already stretched thin and that extreme climactic events are 
becoming more and more frequent. In fact, the number of yearly global climactic disasters has been 
increasing exponentially, doubling from 500 to 1000 per year over the last two decades. How many 
more doublings do you think our food production systems can take, especially when accounting for 
the exponential increases in demand? Do you really want to find out? I certainly don't.  

Please allow me to reiterate one last time: we live in a system with fixed planetary boundaries. This 
implies that our consumption will, in some way or another, be reduced in the not-too-distant future. 
This must happen, simply because we are already overshooting the biological carrying capacity of our 
planet by 50%. The only question is whether this reduction in consumption will happen through 
intelligent proactive societal changes or through famine and war. We literally have only these two 
options. No other possible outcome exists.  

There is only one viable strategy for making the right choice: reducing demands on the biosphere and 
limiting impacts on the climate. Solutions are therefore blindingly obvious: reduce our personal 
ecological and carbon footprints. Fortunately, the honest, objective and hopeful truth is this: through 
some imaginative lifestyle changes, nearly every privileged person on this planet can cut his or her 
footprint in half while simultaneously saving money and enjoying life much more than before (trust 
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me, this is possible). Also, if we put enough pressure on our politicians and use our democratic power 
to elect the right people, imaginative policy changes can create significant further reductions while 
simultaneously greatly accelerating scientific progress towards a happy and sustainable global energy 
slave market.  

In the end it is inescapable: every one of us is responsible. As this writing will attempt to show, we 
can rise to the occasion and build for us a society where we ourselves and countless future 
generations can live healthier, wealthier and more fulfilling lives in a safe and mutually beneficial 
relationship with nature.  

We have to.  

The alternative is the bacterial death phase.  

This is simply not an option.  

3.2 The retirement crisis 
OK, I hope this first crisis was not too boring, too depressing or too unbelievable. If you need to, take 
a break, reflect and think about how you feel about that initial alarmist phrase about the world 
falling into crisis and what not. Once you are refreshed and ready for another nice, cold dose of 
reality we will bravely press on to the second great global crisis: the retirement crisis.  

We will approach this in three sections: Firstly, we will burrow down to the root cause of this crisis, 
then we will dissect it a little further and finally we will take a look at why it has been so persistent 
within our society. Ready? Let's go.  

3.2.1 Finding the root cause 
It is clear as day that developed countries are losing steam quite dramatically. The reason? Well, 
aside from a certain degree of complacency stemming from the "good life" the most obvious reason 
is the rapidly aging population causing a reduction in the ratio of those adding value to those 
consuming value.  

These hardships faced by many first world counties are simply related to our conquest of nature 
which allowed us to badly skew the population/age demographic of our society. In natural systems, 
this demographic looks like a pyramid with a large base of young, able bodied individuals supporting 
a gradually thinning upper section of aging individuals. The gradual, pyramid-like thinning of the 
population curve towards older age is the result of gradual deaths caused by things like illness and 
old age effectively thinning out any generation as it grows older.  

In America, on the other hand, the post WWII baby boomer population explosion combined with 
rapidly rising life expectancy has created a demographic resembling – um, well, for lack of a better 
image – the upper half of the perfect female form. The hips are the new-borns which lose some 
numbers en route to middle age, resulting in a slim and shapely middle. But then, the large number 
of still surviving boomers now in their fifties and sixties create a very attractively expanding bust-line 
followed by a long slimming neck of older folks. Perhaps not exactly 36-24-36, but still quite OK.   

But now project this demographic a decade or two into the future. In this scenario, the hips, middle 
and bust have assumed a gradual pyramid-like thinning again, while the baby boomers are now 
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creating a grotesque bulge in the neck. Yuck! No, that is just wrong – and not only aesthetically, but 
also economically. A tiny body of population simply cannot sustain such a huge neck and, sooner or 
later, something has to break.  

Incidentally, many European countries are facing similar problems, perhaps not always due to baby 
boomers, but rather due to low fertility rates. This means that the base of the pyramid is not being 
filled up, giving a very wobbly foundation for the delicate and fragile social structure resting on top of 
it. Our new growth-tycoon, China, will face similar problems in a decade or two due to the one-child 
policy thinning their pyramid base and rapidly improving living conditions keeping the top from 
shrinking. Ironically, China's population/age demographic currently resembles your typical American 
in the sense that it seems to have put on lots of weight around the middle.  

This, in a nutshell, is why this crisis is called the retirement crisis. When millions move from the bust 
to the neck and expect to live another 20 years drawing on well-earned retirement funds, the 
withering little body on which the neck is perched might very well buckle under the weight and bring 
the entire system crashing down.  

But let's now move away from strange analogies between body-shapes and population 
demographics and focus a little more on accounting. The balance sheet of any given country is 
relatively simple: taxes come in while government services and welfare payments go out. Due to 
these demographic issues, the tax basis shrinks with the withering workforce and the state payouts 
increase with the number of retirees. Ultimately, while sheepishly maintaining business as usual, 
expenses simply surpass incomes and the country registers one deficit after the other as graphically 
illustrated by a number of Western countries recently.   

But still we have not found the root cause promised in the title of this section. Indeed, even though 
this crisis is called the retirement crisis, the real fundamental root cause is actually not the aging 
population. Nope, the real fundamental root cause is the unwillingness of people to add more value 
than they consume. Remember this phrase. It will resurface time and time again in this writing.  

Practically speaking, this root cause is manifested in a widely accepted desire to work less for more 
pay and to pay less for more goods and services. In essence, most of us would be happy to add less 
value than that which is reflected in our paycheques and consume more value than we pay for. Thus, 
knowingly or unknowingly, we want to consume more value than we create.  

Think about it; if everyone added more value than they consumed and privately saved the difference 
for old age, there would be no problem since they would be able to sustain themselves without any 
help from the government when they retire. Unfortunately, many people are deluded into the belief 
that saving 3% of their income in a government pension scheme is sufficient. In reality, you need to 
consistently save at least 10% over your entire career. And sadly, many people only realize this folly 
after they have foolishly consumed the 7% balance for far too many years. At its roots, the 
retirement crisis is therefore more of an individual value consumption/creation crisis. 

And yes, like it is with any disease, constantly treating the symptoms without taking out the root 
cause is going to be of no help whatsoever. Thus, our focus for the remainder of this section will be 
on the root cause: the widespread value consumption/creation imbalance within the billion.  
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3.2.2 Dissecting the root cause 
OK, so let's now delve a little deeper into this slightly redefined crisis. But before we begin, I just have 
to check; if you are part of the rare breed of workers determined to always add more value than 
suggested by your paycheque and to use that paycheque to wisely invest in your future, feel free to 
skip the next few paragraphs and keep on enjoying a long and successful career and a happy and 
secure life. However, for the vast majority, read on.  

In the majority of developed countries, people are expected to work 40 hours a week. But really, how 
much of that time are you actually working (defined as actively adding value to the lives of others). 
And no, sitting idly behind the counter playing with your iPhone, travelling to work or between 
meetings, discussing the weekend sport events with your colleagues or reading the news on the 
internet does not count as adding value. All considered, I would be very surprised if the average 
person manages to put in as much as 20 productive hours every week.  

Also take into account that we are only economically active for about half of our lives. For the first 25 
and the last 15 or so years of your lives we are nothing but black holes endlessly consuming value. 
And as time goes by, our value consumption in both these phases keeps getting more and more 
intense.  

Children nowadays are becoming true masters of consumption. They always have to have the latest 
gadgets, they travel the world over, they enjoy rich meat-based diets and they tend to demand the 
latest fashion. This is not to mention the massive value it takes to educate a child to an acceptable 
standard nowadays. Indeed, by the time a young adult finally starts a career where she can start 
adding some real value, her value creation/consumption balance sheet is already so far in the red 
that one has to wonder if she will ever manage to balance the books.  

Retirees are also becoming increasingly high maintenance. Medical science has made great strides in 
recent decades when it comes to increasing the quantity of years in a human life. Unfortunately, we 
have been much less successful when it comes to increasing the quality of those years. The result is 
massive value consumption when it comes to medical expenses in the quest to squeeze a few more 
painful years of life out of a body weakened by a lifetime of unhealthy eating, drinking and smoking 
habits as well as a distinct lack of exercise.  

Overall, a conservative estimate of value addition in a modern human lifetime is 800 hours per year 
for about half a lifetime. One year has 8760 hours, implying that we add value for less than 5% of our 
lives. In this minuscule portion of our time, we have to earn our consumption rights for the remaining 
95%, significant parts of which have to qualify as true binge consumption. When considering it in this 
way, is it any surprise that the value addition/consumption ratio of many developed countries is 
tipping out of balance now that the number of retirees is increasing? 

Now also take into account that a significant number of jobs add no value to the lives of others at all, 
but rather attempt to keep others from destroying value already created. The most obvious of these 
is "defence" – you know; wars and terrorists and stuff. If you build a bomb for example, you are 
certainly not adding value to the lives of others. In fact, you are building something designed to 
destroy itself together with as much "enemy" value as at all possible. Wars are certainly the single 
biggest waste of time, effort, money, fossil fuel slaves and life imaginable. I find them utterly 
repulsive.  
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Per definition therefore, anyone working in the military is not adding any value to the lives of others, 
merely preventing value from being destroyed (and going out to get revenge by destroying lots of 
enemy value when they fail in this task). The police and fire department fall in the same category. 
Naturally, all criminal activity also has to qualify as a totally pointless destruction of value and, by 
extension, the entire justice system also does not add any value. Speaking of criminals, many 
politicians who spend most of their time fighting each other and trying to devalue each other's work 
are also pure value sinks. So is any businessman entering into a win-lose deal where he might gain 
some value at the expense of larger losses by the other party. And last but not least, we have the 
massive bureaucracy created by modern big governments which, as we will discuss much later, 
consumes lots of resources to very effectively reduce the efficiency with which value can be created.   

Now please don't get riled up – I have the greatest respect for soldiers, policemen and fire-fighters, 
and our society certainly needs them. I'm just pointing out that much of the 5% value creation time 
mentioned before is in fact not creating any real value at all, but, quite to the contrary, actually 
destroying it. I hope you see the problem…  

Perhaps the most striking example of the severity of this crisis is the USA. Due to various factors like 
waging unnecessary wars, bursting the housing bubble in 2008 and growing older, the USA is 
approaching a yearly deficit of 1.5 trillion dollars. It's hard to imagine how much money that really is, 
so let's express it in some more understandable equivalents: 300 billion healthy $5 meals (almost one 
meal per day for each of the 1 billion people living below the $1-a-day poverty line), 3.4 billion iPads 
(enough for half of the entire human population), 6.7 million units of the beautiful Ferrari 458 Italia 
(one for every second Italian family) or close to 5 thousand Airbus 380-800 jumbo jets (enough 
capacity to transport the entire population of Norway halfway around the world in a single haul). 
That is the amount by which the yearly expenses of the USA exceed its income. Wow… 

The really bad news is that the baby boomer generation, the guys and gals who did a truly splendid 
job in making America the greatest nation in the world, have just begun retiring. In many ways the 
baby boomers were equivalent to the current generation of Chinese – a young, vibrant, highly 
motivated workforce with a great work ethic. As the sun sets on the baby boomers and rises over 
their Chinese counterparts, a shift in global power and influence follows as night follows day.  

In practical terms, the retirement of baby boomers simply means a further increase in expenses and 
decrease in income for the Federal Government. The humungous 1.5 trillion dollar deficit is therefore 
set to keep on growing exponentially until the unthinkable: bankruptcy of the most powerful nation 
in the world.  

This leaves the USA and its western buddies (and eventually also China) with only two options: raise 
taxes or cut spending. In other words; force their citizens to contribute more or consume less. And in 
still some other words; artificially alter the economic shadow of the population demographic to 
reflect a larger body and a slimmer neck. This has to be done sooner or later. There simply is no other 
way. We therefore have a simple choice: start doing this out of our own or wait for desperate 
government policies to catch us off guard and send us off striking together with all of our other short-
sighted friends. Which one will you choose? 

The world makes making the right choice very difficult though. Massive global market competition 
keeps prices low and labour unions keep on pushing for wages exceeding the value added by 



 

32 
 

workers. But the largest hindrance to the revival of the economies of many developed countries is 
the economic policies followed by their governments. This is perhaps the biggest factor driving our 
dangerous value consumption/creation imbalance. Let's take a short layman's tour around this ugly 
beast.  

3.2.3 Maintaining the root cause 
An initial word of warning: this section might be a bit technical and certainly has the potential to 
switch people off. If you feel yourself drifting, simply skip along to the last four paragraphs of this 
section so that you can preserve your focus for the crises still to come. You will get the most 
important parts of this message from these last few paragraphs.  

Right, so let's start the lecture. The science of economics is generally approached from two 
somewhat divergent schools of thought: the Keynesian school and the Austrian school. The 
Keynesian school is the most popular choice and relies heavily on government control of the business 
cycle (the natural ups and down any economy goes through), primarily though manipulations of 
interest rates, various government incentives and government interventions through bailout 
schemes. The Austrian school, on the other hand, aims to limit the power of government, allowing 
the current state of the market to naturally drive individuals working within it to automatically 
maintain a balanced economy.  

Although the Keynesian school has been dominant for many years, a number of modern economic 
thinkers are turning their thoughts more in the Austrian direction, primarily due to the obvious pickle 
that Keynesian thinking has left us in. According to these thinkers, the primary reasons for our 
current troubles are the fallacies of Keynesian government economists to encourage the illusion of 
prosperity through spending (by keeping interest rates artificially low to encourage borrowing) and 
to continuously prop up sinking businesses and institutions when such spending bubbles eventually 
burst.  

The Austrians maintain that saving and spending should be in balance (which sounds quite logical to 
me) and that this balance would be automatically maintained in a free market economy without 
excessive government intervention. This balance is primarily maintained through interest rates 
offered by banks. Let's take a look at how this works.  

When saving rates are high, banks accumulate a large quantity of money which can be lent out. 
Under these circumstances, banks can start lowering interest rates to encourage borrowing. They can 
do this because any defaults (a lender unable to pay back the loan) will not be a total train-smash 
since there will still be plenty of reserves in the bank. This allows individuals within the marketplace 
to take out cheap loans from the large collective pool of money in order to finance capital (in the 
form of buildings or machinery for example) by which they can facilitate further market expansion.  

Such a situation usually leads to rapid growth of the market since it gives people a collective feeling 
of great prosperity and gets them spending like crazy. But as the total pool of savings diminishes, 
banks automatically start raising interest rates because the risk of defaults on further loans out of 
their limited reserves is now increasing. These higher interest rates deter further borrowing and also 
automatically encourage saving (simply because your savings now yield a higher rate of return). In 
such a time, people usually start spending less and saving more, causing the economy to slow down. 
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However, if this perceived economic downturn is allowed to work itself out in a natural way, savings 
simply accumulate again and interest rates are gradually lowered to restart the cycle.  

Austrians also allow businesses to fail on the simple premise that a failing business is doing so 
because it is not meeting the needs of the market in the most efficient way. Thus, in effect, 
businesses which do not add significant value to the lives of other people will be allowed to fold 
while those businesses which add lots of value flourish and grow. The labour expelled by failing 
businesses will simply be reabsorbed by growing businesses where they can add value much more 
effectively.   

This all sounds very logical and one really has to wonder why this is not mainstream economics. The 
answer can be found in the basic cause of this particular crisis: our desire to, knowingly or 
unknowingly, consume more value than we create. The truth is that we absolutely love to consume 
and therefore have voted in politicians standing for Keynesian economic policies where government 
control is used to enable spending even when the natural market cycle demands saving.  

The basic Keynesian idea is a good one: having smart government economists artificially adjust 
interest rates to keep the economy churning along at a constant rate, thereby preventing frustrating 
economic downturns. Unfortunately, this noble ideal has not taken into account the fundamental 
root of this crisis: our desire to consume more value than we create.  

In our favourite example country, the USA, Keynesian government interference into the free market 
system was achieved through the Federal Reserve (the central bank). Government got the Fed (as it 
is lovingly known to Americans) to keep interest rates ridiculously low in order to encourage massive 
borrowing and subsequent spending, allowing their citizens to feel rich and prosperous and creating 
the illusion that government is actually doing a great job. Unfortunately, this simply cannot last 
because loans have to be paid back by adding an even greater amount of value than that which you 
consumed using that loan (because you also have to pay interest on the loan).  

Massive debt-based spending therefore has to coincide with even more massive value creation 
which, unfortunately, is perceived to be much less fun and therefore simply does not get done. When 
someone cannot create the value he has consumed from the loan he took out, he has to default on 
this loan. And defaults are never pretty. In short, the massive spending encouraged by artificially low 
interest rates combined with the absence of the value creation needed to balance this spending 
binge leads to the creation and bursting of economic bubbles, a concept that we will discuss further 
under the next crisis.  

For now, the takeaway is simply the understanding that governments use artificially low interest 
rates and other incentives to encourage borrowing and subsequent spending. They do this to provide 
their citizens with a false sense of prosperity and to push up misleading measures of success like GDP 
(a simple measure of the amount of spending and a very unreliable indicator of the general health of 
an economy), completely ignoring the fact that increases in value consumption have to be balanced 
by even greater increases in value creation. The average citizen is generally quite clueless with 
regards to these economic fundamentals and simply votes for the politician promising him further 
spending sprees. And thus, the vicious cycle is continued.  
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Another Keynesian fallacy is the provision of bailouts and stimulus packages to industries struggling 
under the inevitable economic busts following artificial government induced booms. Governments 
do this in order to save jobs and keep their citizens happy, but, in effect, are only throwing large 
amounts of money at "dead wood" market sectors which are not adding much value to the market 
anymore. What government is effectively doing is taking money out of the hands of productive 
taxpayers and wasting it on an obviously unproductive industry. This is a very large drain of resources 
and keeps the market from correcting itself through a natural economic downturn where interest 
rates increase, people cease spending on non-essential items and start saving, allowing reserves to 
build up again. Such Keynesian intervention practices can keep unemployment and GDP relatively 
stable in the short term (so that government can look good and stay in power), but in the long term 
they are shooting themselves in the foot by maintaining a dangerously unbalanced economy and 
taking on greater and greater amounts of debt to cover the ever increasing chasm between the value 
consumption and value creation of their citizens. Such amateurish short term thinking is not exactly 
what you want from people in the highest offices.  

It is a fundamental truth that any value that is consumed has to have been created first. If you 
consume more value than you create, this has to be balanced by someone else creating more value 
than she consumes. In financial terms, this means that you are now in debt to this person. Similarly, if 
a whole country consumes more value than it creates, this has to be balanced by under-consumption 
in other countries and debt is incurred in a similar way. People and countries who do not understand 
this fundamental concept simply keep on consuming more than they create until the day that they 
realize that they cannot pay back their debt (their cumulative value consumption/creation 
imbalance). Then they default. Now if a few individuals default it is no big deal, but if a country 
defaults it becomes a lot more serious, especially if that country has a huge economy (guess which 
country I'm thinking about here). 

A good indication of the degree by which a country consumes more value than it creates is the 
current account balance. This economic measure is primarily comprised of the difference between 
exports and imports of goods and services. In other words, it is the amount by which a country 
consumes more or less than it produces. Our favourite USA is proudly bringing up the rear with a 
current account balance of negative 600 billion dollars in 2010. Their nearest competitor for this 
great honour is Turkey with negative 106 billion. American politicians will immediately point out that 
this is only a little more than 3% of GDP, but fail to mention three other things: Their trade deficit has 
been growing for two decades and shows no sign of slackening (even while the government has been 
constantly "stimulating" the American economy through some Keynesian economic practices), the 
American GDP is artificially high due to the spending culture created by government adjustments of 
interest rates (with the result that Americans are in massive debt not only to other countries, but 
also to each other), and the American GDP is doctored higher using various highly unethical statistical 
adjustments which, when removed, will literally slice the American GDP in half (we will talk more 
about that later on).  

But anyway, that is the wrong way of looking at things. The correct way is to express the trade deficit 
as a percentage of the total exports, in effect getting an indication of the degree by which value 
consumed exceeds value created. In 2011, the total US exports were around 1.511 trillion dollars and 
the total imports were 2.314 trillion dollars. Thus, when looked at on a global scale, the USA 
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consumes more than 50% more value than it contributes and has been building on this trend for 
many years. That is quite simply very uncool. 

Continuous net consumption also creates some serious long-term problems. As a result of their 
addiction to consumption, the USA has lost much of its industry to foreign countries, especially 
China. The reason is simple: If massive consumption becomes the status quo, larger salaries need to 
be paid to afford a "reasonable" quality of life. If larger salaries are paid, the goods and services 
produced locally become more expensive. And if a certain locally produced good or service becomes 
more expensive than an imported good or service of similar quality, the local jobs producing this 
good or service are lost to the foreign competitor. Because the status quo for consumption in the 
USA is about 5 times higher than that in China, a steady labour migration is a very natural result.  

The sad thing is that most developed countries have become global value sinks due to their addiction 
to consumption and aversion to the dedication and hard work required by value creation. It is only 
traditionally productive and economically sound countries like Germany, Switzerland, the 
Netherlands and the Scandinavian nations that are holding the name of the OECD counties high. 
Otherwise, it is clear that most developed nations in southern Europe, the UK, North America and 
Australasia are consuming significantly more value than they are producing. This is not exactly the 
example you want from the countries who should be taking the lead in directing our global society 
into its very uncertain future.  

But OK, let's park this story here for now. I hope you managed to stay awake through all of that, but 
even if you didn't, the only thing that you really need to know is that, in our ignorance, we as voters 
elect governments which allow us to constantly consume more value than we create. Governments 
heed our call by encouraging spending through artificially low interest rates and dangerous 
incentives such as tax breaks on loan interest as well as propping up sagging businesses when things 
inevitably turn sour. This model is inherently unsustainable, not only economically, but also 
environmentally, simply because it encourages unchecked consumerism throughout the economic 
cycle.  

In the final analysis, we as the billion simply need to stop behaving like a swarm of locusts and 
remember what all the great sages throughout our history have told us: It is better to give than to 
receive (better to create than to consume). Indeed, if we are to save our global economy, we as the 
billion have to understand three simple truths: First and foremost, we have to understand that we 
cannot continue perpetually consuming more value than we create. Secondly, we have to realize 
that, by the time that we retire, we have to have created substantially more value than that which 
we have consumed so that we can sustainably consume more than we create throughout our 
retirement. And finally, we need to recognize the role of government in establishing an environment 
where we are actually encouraged to fall into this over-consumption trap and stop voting for 
politicians who want to maintain this deeply unsustainable environment. 

None of these points are exactly rocket science. Really, it's not like we do not have the capacity to 
understand these things, it's just that we simply don't pay attention to them. We ignore them at our 
own peril, however, and I think that few people will argue the fact that we have created a very 
unhealthy global economy in doing so.  
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Time is running out. We must start respecting these natural laws of economics just as we must start 
respecting the natural laws of nature. For if we don't, things can get very ugly very quickly.  

3.3 The credit crisis 
OK, two down, three to go. Man, I'm running out of inspirational passages already… But anyway, how 
do you feel now? Motivated? Or just depressed? The latter is not exactly the best response to 
adversity, however, and I would definitely recommend the former. So, you motivated yet? Cool. Let's 
now take a look at crisis number 3: the credit crisis.  

We'll split this guy up into three bite-sized pieces: the role that this crisis has played in creating the 
one we have just discussed, the current status of this crisis, and the mechanisms by which it is 
maintained. Take a look: 

3.3.1 Enabling the retirement crisis 
The credit crisis is linked to the retirement crisis in many ways. It can be seen as the stuff of which 
the retirement crisis has been built and the stuff by which it has to be maintained in order to keep 
our deeply unsustainable global economy rattling along. In other words: if it was not for credit, 
people would have very limited scope to consume more value than they create in the first place. In 
still some other words: credit gives people (and countries) the ability to consume value before they 
have earned the right to do so (through the creation of an equivalent amount of value). As we will 
discuss later on, credit in itself is not necessarily a bad thing (it can actually be a very good thing), but 
if it is misused to fuel superfluous over-consumption, it can have very dire consequences.  

Indeed, the role of credit in the creation of the tragic McDonald's consumer society we live in today 
cannot be over-emphasized. Just as an interesting exercise, look through your house and count the 
number of things that you actually need and the number of things that you use regularly. Compare 
that to the number of things you own. Now, think a little bit more about the definition of "need". 
Does a family really need to own one car per person (a number of American states have more cars 
than people), does each family member really need his/her own bathroom, walk-in wardrobe with 50 
pairs of shoes, TV and entire arsenal of miscellaneous electronic gadgets?  

We really need to start asking ourselves a lot more of these critical thinking questions. For example: 
Does all of this superfluous stuff really make your life better when weighed against the burden of the 
debt you have incurred in acquiring it? Highly unlikely, especially when considering that the average 
American family blows between 15% and 20% of its disposable income on interest payments. Does 
all of this superfluous stuff make your life better at all? The answer to that is a definitive "no". As we 
will see later on, research indicates that the massive rise in material affluence over the past few 
decades has not made society any happier.  

The short of the story is this: our mindless debt-based consumerism ruins both our planet (by 
increasing our carbon and ecological footprints) and our economy (by increasing our collective 
consumption/creation imbalance) and, just as an added bonus, also ruins our personal health 
(through obesity and other harmful consumption habits) and finances (by claiming a large portion of 
our incomes as interest payments) without granting us any happiness whatsoever. Just take a 
moment to think about the real implications of this last sentence… 
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Very few people ever do, and thus our fundamental problem persists: we have been thoroughly 
conditioned to continuously self-destruct by acquiring lots of stuff that we definitely do not need way 
before we have actually earned it. The reason? Well, it is a combination of reasons actually; the 
dangerously efficient combination of human nature, our modern culture of consumerism (which is 
dutifully maintained by the people we put in government) and the refinement of the advertising 
industry.  

Basic human nature tries to gain instant pleasure and avoid instant pain. This is our cave-man instinct 
and is sadly highly incompatible with our complex modern society where delayed gratification is the 
key to long term success and security. Constant bombardment from the advertising industry (around 
3000 messages a day) and the total societal shift towards a McDonald's consumer culture have 
successfully convinced us that it is cool (i.e. pleasurable) to continuously buy lots and lots of stuff. 
And, since our badly outdated cave-man brains demand this pleasure instantly, we have to have this 
lots and lots of stuff instantly.  

Enter the credit card… By a magical swipe of a piece of plastic, we can answer the consumption 
craving before we have earned the right to do so. We don't have to wait anymore. In a sense, this is 
much like our use of fossil fuels. In the back of our minds, many of us know it will bite us in the ass at 
some point in the future, but right now it is still perceived to be fun. So who cares? 

Ironically, buying on credit has the complete opposite of the desired effect. The temporary shopping 
fix lasts only a few moments and then leaves the consumer with an empty craving that can only be 
satisfied by another consumption fix. Just like substance abuse, this habit is very expensive to 
maintain and can therefore ruin personal finances. The stress and administration stemming from 
indebtedness coupled with the financial burden of interest payments make this consumption highly 
undesirable to any logical mind. But then again, the consumption craze is hardly driven by logic… 

Our ability to buy virtually anything on credit also adds a whole heap of totally unnecessary 
complexity to our already dangerously complicated society. The borrowing schemes between banks 
and even between countries is something horrendous and all the endless administration linked to 
that is nothing but a black hole endlessly consuming value.  

Really, there is nothing good about consumer credit (credit given to fund consumption rather than 
investment). Mortgage credit can be OK if responsibly given out and business credit is great and 
essential for growth and prosperity, but credit for simply consuming is evil in every way. It allows us 
to increase our value consumption while doing absolutely nothing to balance this consumption with 
increased value creation. I would venture to say that the existence of consumer credit is chiefly 
responsible for the massive and ever widening chasm between value consumption and creation in 
many developed countries today.  

3.3.2 The western credit story 
So, let's look at some numbers generated by our favourite example nation: Americans currently have 
almost 16 trillion dollars in personal debt – $140000 per taxpayer. Granted, only 15% of this is 
consumer debt, but even so, holding $21000 in debt purely resulting from mindless over-
consumption is very uncool. It implies that the American public has taken out purely consumptive 
debts to the value of 2.4 trillion dollars in order to allow them to consume value before they have 
earned the right to do so. Geez… No wonder they are in trouble. 
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The remaining 85% of American personal debt is in the form of mortgage – the loan you take out to 
get that idyllic family home that you have always dreamt about. This is very sweet and all, but 
unfortunately lies at the heart of the problem of excessive consumption. Once you have a home, you 
have to fill and accessorize it right? And the only way to do that is through massive value 
consumption…  

Homeowner after homeowner is surprized by the rate at which a seemingly large house just seems to 
magically fill up with miscellaneous stuff shortly after they move in. Indeed, the amount of stuff that 
people "need" seems to be quite linearly proportional to the size of their home. Large homes also 
come with large garages to be filled with many cars, large internal spaces to be constantly heated or 
cooled, large yards to host high maintenance swimming pools and gardens, and large amounts of 
miscellaneous stuff that seems to constantly require cleaning, fixing, upgrading and replacement. In 
short, the size of a house is a very good indicator of the value consumption of the people residing in 
it.  

So, when you upgrade to a larger house, you not only incur a massive amount of mortgage debt, but 
you also greatly increase your rate of value consumption which many people fuel by taking out 
additional consumer debt. Responsible lenders take this into account and carefully examine the 
financial history and income security of people they lend money to. This is good because it gives a 
high probability that the homeowner will eventually pay back the value that she consumed. 
However, as graphically illustrated by our favourite Americans in 2008, greed and impatience in the 
housing sector can have global ramifications.  

The well-known credit crisis of 2008, the effects of which still plague our economy, was created when 
people realized that they could become very rich by manipulating credit in the housing market. 
Basically, they figured out that they could borrow lots of money from the Federal Reserve at very low 
interest rates (facilitated by the government and its trusty Keynesian economists), use that money to 
buy home-loans and collect down-payments from the homeowners which far outweighed their own 
interest payments to the Fed, thereby making lots of money. As more and more people jumped on 
the bandwagon, they simply ran out of responsible homeowners to take out loans and started giving 
loans to anyone capable of signing his name on a loan form. It wasn't long before these irresponsible 
homeowners foreclosed en masse (duh…), created a big over-supply of houses that caused house-
prices to plummet, creating ripple-effects that rapidly spread throughout the entire world.  

In essence, what happened here is that greedy people had found a way to attain value that they did 
not create and other greedy people had found a way to consume value they did not earn – a true 
match made in hell. And the mechanism that facilitated this devilish matrimony is…? You guessed it: 
Credit.  

Our extremely worrying credit problem goes all the way up to the level of a country. By allowing a 
deficit to occur year after year after year, several big western economies are racking up horrendous 
amounts of debt, debt which even exceeds GDP. This international lending fiasco is so complex that 
very few people fully understand it. It also makes the dangerously interdependent global market 
extremely volatile as has recently been illustrated by worries over Greek and Italian debt.  

The USA has 15.5 trillion dollars in debt – an additional $135000 per taxpayer (on top of the $140000 
of personal debt discussed earlier) – and is increasing this debt at a rate of 1.5 trillion dollars per 
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year. Indeed, the USA and many other Western countries are stuck in the classic debt catch 22. They 
cannot raise taxes and decrease expenditures since this will slow down the economy, reducing their 
income even further and creating all sorts of social problems. They cannot print more money 
because this creates inflation, effectively making all of their citizens poorer (we'll talk a lot about this 
later on). Hence, they take out additional debt to cover the deficit and pay the interest on the 
massive amount of debt they already have, hoping that the shi… – sorry, I mean the paw-paw – will 
not hit the fan during their administration.  

In short therefore, the degree to which debt has taken over our society even gives countries the 
power to consume more than they create for extended periods of time, getting deeper and deeper 
into trouble. A truly frightening statistic is that, between 2002 and 2011, when adjusted for inflation, 
global debt levels have grown by 8% a year while global GDP has grown by only 4% per year. Now 
anyone with at least a double digit IQ will be able to tell you that this is totally unsustainable. And 
yet, we have kept this up for an entire decade, somehow expecting the tide to turn every year. They 
say that doing the same thing over and over again, each time expecting a different result is the 
definition of insanity. Hmm… 

Everyone knows that the first step to getting out of a hole is to stop digging. But still the US and 
many of its EU buddies are still digging like crazy. Sound financial advice to a country is very similar to 
sound financial advice to an individual: spend less than you earn and save/invest the difference. For 
individuals, this means discipline. For countries, this means austerity (gasp!).  

It is an undeniable fact that austerity measures are sorely needed in many countries. It is another 
undeniable fact that, the longer we delay implementing these measures, the more severe they will 
be when circumstances eventually enforce them. Again, we come back to the same premise: droves 
of totally spoilt individuals need to learn that you actually have to create more value than you 
consume. As seen in the previous section, people are under the illusion that half-heartedly adding 
value for only 5% or their lives gives them the right to enjoy all of the countless modern day 
privileges that people a few generations back could not even dream about.  

This is quite laughable really. The "austerity measures" that Italians and Greeks are striking over are 
actually much more representative of reality than the status quo we have become used to. Increases 
in taxation and decreases in benefits/entitlements is a very direct way to force people to contribute 
more and consume less. It's pretty sad that it needed a near implosion of the Eurozone to get people 
thinking in this direction.  

Overall, people have simply been conditioned to accept binge value consumption and minimal value 
creation as standard. They have been duped into believing the impossible: that we can continuously 
increase our consumption without increasing our production; that we can happily build on our 
massive consumption/creation imbalance ad infinitum. Unfortunately for us, the world simply does 
not work this way.  

Again, the credit problem lies with individuals; each one in the billion. We unthinkingly accept that it 
is right and good for us to contribute minimally and consume maximally. Credit merely gives us the 
ability to do this for an extended period of time. And as for our democratically elected governments; 
they better not make any noises about austerity (read reality) or we start striking and complaining 
because we will not be able to afford an iPad 2 for Christmas.  
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This extremely worrying crisis will not go away unless the electorate (that's us) realize that our 
current lifestyles are both ecologically and economically unsustainable and we demand change, both 
from ourselves and from government. And yes, as mentioned before, the tragic irony is that survey 
after survey indicates that all of this material affluence (bought on credit) is not making society any 
happier. This is a pretty lousy payout for sacrificing our planet, our health, our financial security, our 
values and the stability of our economy.   

3.3.3 Our credit addiction 
Credit-based over-consumption has become so common within our society that no-one even 
questions it anymore. This did not happen by accident, however, and there are very good reasons for 
this being so. The two primary reasons are low interest rates and inflation. We have spoken about 
low interest rates enforced by Keynesian economists already, but thus far we have not paid a lot of 
attention to inflation.  

Just before we move on to inflation, let's remind ourselves about the effects of low interest rates. 
Artificially low interest rates encourage borrowing and discourage saving simply because loan 
repayments become reasonably cheap at very low interest rates while the possible returns on 
savings become very small. It is therefore obvious that more people will borrow than save in such an 
economic environment. Simple. 

The phenomenon of inflation works somewhat differently. We will look at just where inflation comes 
from later on, but for now you should just know that it exists (I'm sure you know this already) and 
that it has the effect of seemingly making stuff more expensive through time. Even though inflation is 
perceived as negative thing by most citizens, it is the borrower's best friend. This is simply because, if 
you take a fixed loan and promise to repay it over a long time period in constant payments, the 
actual value of the fixed repayments will be gradually reduced by inflation as the years go by, thereby 
making them easier and easier to pay. 

On the flipside, inflation is a massive enemy to savers and investors. If you would hide $10000 under 
your mattress today and take it out in 10 years' time, you might very well find that inflation has sliced 
the value of your savings in half. After 10 years of price inflation, your $10000 will simply be able to 
buy you much less stuff than it could today. This is very uncool because it discourages people to save 
and encourages them to spend every dollar immediately before it loses too much value. 

In order to stay ahead of inflation, people determined to save often have to turn their money over to 
risky investments which can go sour and lead to great financial losses. This is not exactly the 
encouragement to save that our society so desperately needs. But just imagine a world where a 
dollar saved is actually a dollar saved. If you could be sure that the $10000 you hid under your 
mattress today would still be worth $10000 in 10 years' time, would you not be more inclined to 
accumulate wealth in this way? What about if you can deposit this $10000 in a normal, zero risk long-
term savings account at a modest interest rate of 3.5%? This interest rate gives your money a 
doubling time of 20 years and, if there were no inflation, you could take this money out in 20 years' 
time and buy twice as much stuff with it than you would have been able to buy today. My guess is 
that, if this was the case, many more people would save and our economy would be much better 
shape. 
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Now also take into account that, as technology improves through time, stuff should actually become 
less expensive because it can be produced more efficiently and therefore also more cheaply (we will 
look at this in much more detail later on). Thus, in the absence of inflation, the $10000 that you 
saved under your matrass 10 years ago would actually be able to buy more stuff today simply 
because of the massive technological advancements that we have seen. If this were reality, it would 
really have been awesome to save. 

But no, the reality is that inflation is quite rampant within our economy, overpowering both the 
modest interest rates offered by zero risk saving and the price drops facilitated by technological 
advancements. Saving within our modern economy is therefore a losing proposition all the way 
simply because we have managed to create an environment where anyone wanting to do the right 
and responsible thing is penalized for his efforts. Man, this is so sad that I could almost shed a tear. 

Another way of looking at it is to see inflation as a mechanism transferring wealth from savers to 
borrowers. In essence, inflation reduces the value of savings and the value of debt. The person 
holding the savings therefore loses value, while a person holding the debt gains value. If there was 
ever a good reason to borrow and consume instead of save, this would be it. Geez… If possible, this is 
even sadder than the previous paragraph. 

You would be interested to know that the American economy was essentially inflation-free for its 
entire history up until the Second World War. The reasons for the advent of rapid inflation were that 
the country had transitioned to paper money instead of the gold standard and war efforts had 
become a permanent entry on the American budget. When we look at inflation in more detail later 
on, we will discuss just exactly why these circumstances were so conducive to inflation. 

For now, the only message that you need to take away from this is that the society we live in today 
severely penalises savers and offers all sorts of advantages to borrowers. The result is obviously that 
we borrow like crazy, spend what we borrow through mindless consumption, and almost completely 
neglect saving. The direct result is the looming environmental and retirement crises. I'm quite 
confident that, were it not for these systems that we ourselves have created, we would never have 
gotten into this pickle in the first place. 

Wow… We really like making life difficult for ourselves, don't we? 

3.4 The inequality crisis 
OK, hang in there. Only two more to go – then we will connect some dots and finally move on to the 
positive stuff. You know, you need some bitter to bring out the sweet, you need school to appreciate 
the holiday and sometimes you need some dynamite under your ass to get it off the sofa. So let's go; 
fourth crisis: social inequality.  

Indeed, here is a crisis with the power to unravel our entire social system in double quick time.  

Really?  

Yep, really.  

The poorest billion people on earth have to survive on less than $1 a day, while we, the richest 
billion, consume an average of about $100 of value every day. This means that, in the past ten 
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minutes, you have consumed more value than another person in some poor country far, far away 
consumes in an entire day. Congratulations.   

To make matters worse, the poorest 3 billion people live on less than $2 a day. This means that you 
consume close to 100 times more value than almost half the population of the planet. And no, it is 
not as if you have earned this massive consumption right through your brilliance or hard work. 
Unless you have personally worked yourself out of poverty, the fact is that you have fallen into this 
royal consumption-filled life by sheer blind luck. As we will soon see, prosperity (and poverty) tends 
to stay in the family. Chances are therefore, that you are only well-off because your parents 
happened to be so.  

Before we get to that though, we will first take a quick look at the current state of inequality. After 
that, we will look at this lucky break of affluence you were granted. And finally, we will spend some 
time discussing some of the most dangerous effects of massive inequality.  

3.4.1 Current trends in inequality 
Interestingly, overall worldwide inequality is actually decreasing as poor countries use their young 
populations and cheap labour to (finally) implement the well-known free market system for 
generating wealth, while rich countries are stagnating due to aging workforces and high labour costs. 
This naturally brings the world closer together, reducing global inequality. That being said, however, 
the world still has a long way to go with almost 40% of the world's wealth still concentrated in the 
hands of the top 0.5% of the population and the bottom 70% of the world fighting over the last 3.5% 
of wealth. Wow… That is quite startling actually.  

Unfortunately, the gradual reduction in global inequality has very little impact on the life of the 
average world citizen. The reason for this is simply that poor people in the USA, for example, do not 
give a damn if they are still rich relative to poor people in Ethiopia; all they care about is that they are 
poor relative to other Americans. Why? Simply because they see what other Americans consume and 
want nothing more than to join in the feeding frenzy.   

The sad reality is that, within almost every country, the rich are getting richer and the poor are not 
going anywhere. Well, actually that is not the case anymore... Now that our years and years of over-
consumption are finally catching up to us through the retirement and credit crises, inflation-adjusted 
income is actually decreasing in developed countries like the USA. From 2000 to 2010, the median 
inflation-adjusted household income in the USA dropped by a full 7%. However, income in the 
bottom 10% decreased by 11.2% over the same time period, while income of the top 5% decreased 
by only 1.6%. Thus, now that our debt-based consumerist economy has come back to haunt us, the 
poor are getting poorer while the rich are not going anywhere. 

To a certain extent it would still be OK if the rich were getting a lot richer and the poor only a little 
richer over time. In this way, the poor would at least be able to afford a decent living. This was 
indeed the trend in the USA for a long time and this model, despite its flaws, made America by far 
the greatest nation in the world. The hard numbers on this are quite startling actually. Between 1970 
and 2008, the inflation adjusted income of the bottom 20% rose by 10% (which I suppose is at least 
better than nothing). However, over the same time period, the inflation adjusted income of the top 
5% rose by 67%, that of the top 1% by 83%, the top 0.1% by 189% and the top 0.01% by 361%. This is 
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clear evidence that our economic system is heavily laden in favour of the well-connected elite who 
know how to manipulate the system for maximum returns. 

The fact is that the super-rich are using our economic system to make a lot of money through 
mechanisms like debt leveraging and other forms of market speculation. In my view, this is a highly 
unethical practice because these people make tons of money without adding even close to the 
equivalent amount of value to the lives of other people (as should be the case in an exchange 
economy). We will talk a lot more about this at a later stage.  

However, even though the system is unethical, it was at least not truly dangerous up until the turn of 
the century. Up to that time, the poor were also slowly getting richer, thereby gradually improving 
their quality of life. Now, however, this unethical system looks like it might just backfire on us in a 
rather serious way because the poor are now becoming poorer at a pretty alarming rate. And yes, 
this can have a lot of rather unpleasant repercussions for society as a whole.  

Before we look at these unpleasantries, however, we first have to do a little dissection of the 
phenomenon of inequality.   

3.4.2 Poverty stays in the family 
The degree to which poverty (or riches) is passed on from one generation to the next is formally 
measured in terms of something called "economic mobility". This measure expresses the likelihood 
of children experiencing the same economic conditions as their parents. Even in developed countries, 
the socio-economic status of your parents is a good predictor of your own fate. In large developed 
nations such as the USA, the UK and France, you have a 40-50% chance of retaining the socio-
economic status of your parents, while your fate seems to be more in your own hands in 
Scandinavian countries (~20%).  

It is therefore clear that, even in rich countries where the poor are surrounded by affluence and 
opportunity, up to half of their fates are sealed by the position of their parents. In developing 
nations, however, where opportunities are often few and far between, social mobility is expected to 
be much lower, implying that the fate of potentially much more than 50% of poor people is already 
sealed at birth. Unfortunately no data is available to confirm this notion at present, but if this is true, 
we most certainly will have a very hard time overcoming this crisis.  

But hey, just because it is hard does not mean that it is impossible, and if we understand the reasons 
for this lack of economic mobility, we can very effectively start combatting these fundamental root 
causes. If we are to do this, however, we have to be very honest and really take a brave look at the 
cold, hard facts. There are a number of fundamental reasons for ever increasing inequality that 
people simply do not want to hear; a number of things that seem to be kind-of socially taboo. And 
yes, since no-one is calling spade a spade, nothing meaningful is getting done about the problem.  

Let's call the principle reason for the lack of economic mobility "socio-economic hereditability". This 
may be a somewhat technically inaccurate term since only a relatively small part of this hereditability 
is actually genetic, with the larger part being environmental. It sounds cool though, so we'll stick with 
it.  

Let's start with the environmental constituent of socio-economic hereditability. The nature vs. 
nurture debate has been unanimously won by nurture, implying that the environment in which a 
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person grows up and the influential people in his life are a much stronger indicator of his potential 
success than the genetic makeup he was conceived with.  

As time goes by, the amount of nurturing needed to create a valuable member of society is 
increasing at an astounding rate. The number of skills that a modern human being needs just to 
function, let alone add value, is truly daunting. This includes not only his education, but even more 
importantly, the shaping of his entire belief system and self-image.  

Education is the most obvious constituent. It takes as much as two decades of full time education to 
create a truly effective professional. If a child is deprived of even just a few of these years, he is at a 
distinct disadvantage to one who has had the benefit of a complete and high quality education. Yes, 
there are a few Cinderella stories of high-school dropouts going on to achieve extraordinary success, 
but these cases are the exception and certainly not the rule. Success is highly correlated with 
education. In our technological age, a hardworking and highly educated person can add as much 
value as one hundred uneducated people working just as hard. 

For example, someone in the USA with an education smaller than 9th grade will make about $14000 
per year, while someone with a high-school diploma will do slightly better at $17000. Someone with 
a college degree will be just about on the average at $30000, while someone with a university degree 
will make $46000 per year. But it is only with specialized higher education that the real money starts 
to come in with those holding a Master's degree bringing in $59000 and those with a PhD a 
whopping $81000 per year. Someone who invested 9 extra years after high school to earn a PhD will 
therefore need only two years to overtake the total earnings of someone who started working right 
after high school, after which he will simply disappear into the distance.  

Unfortunately, the quality and quantity of education a child will get is rather strongly hereditable. 
Poor parents will probably not be able to provide their child with a complete and high quality 
education, thereby raising the chances that poverty will stay in the family.   

Although education is very important, belief systems and self-image may very well be even more so. 
Society has proven over and over again that it does not help to throw money at the problem of 
poverty. In other words, you can give poor people the resources with which they can get a decent 
education and make themselves competitive, but in most cases, this will not help at all. The reason 
for this sad reality lies in the belief system they have been equipped with and the way their self-
images have been shaped.  

The poor are often led to believe that various forces outside of their control are keeping them poor. 
This simple belief then makes them blind to various opportunities for development and personal 
growth available to the majority of poor people and turns into a self-fulfilling prophesy. Such a belief 
system leads them to see only the seemingly insurmountable challenges and renders their efforts to 
get out of poverty feeble and half hearted. Such weak and inconsistent efforts naturally result in 
failure and reinforce the belief that it is simply impossible to get out of poverty.  

A self-image shaped in this kind of environment is simply bad for business. It can be negative, 
defeatist, self-pitying and even hostile. It is also highly likely to contain a substantial inferiority 
complex and is highly correlated with failure. In contrast, a strong, positive personality and self-



 

45 
 

image is highly correlated with success. Many people have realized this, hence the rise of modern 
self-image psychology.   

Just like education, the belief system and self-image a child develops is strongly hereditable. The 
family and neighbourhood she grows up in will be the primary influence in her formative years and 
can shape destructive beliefs and habits of thought that will be very hard to break in adult life. 
Although it is untrue that personality change in adults is impossible, it is a fact that such changes do 
not come easy. Hence, the belief system and self-image with which you were instilled in your 
formative years goes a long way towards shaping your life.  

Another very important environmental constituent of socio-economic hereditability is family 
planning. Poor people generally have large families and short lifespans, while rich people have small 
families and long lifespans. The costs of raising one child to an acceptable level in our modern world 
are truly astronomical. Naturally, families with fewer children can invest larger sums of time and 
money into the development and health of each individual child. Hence, children born into small, 
well-off families will have access to substantially greater resources and also live longer, more 
productive lives than children born into large, poor families.  

Even though it is still somewhat controversial, family planning also leads to the genetic part of socio-
economic hereditability. Our society prides itself in its ability of "taking care" of the poor. By taking 
care, we generally mean "keeping alive" by providing just enough free services, welfare payments 
and foreign aid to satisfy basic human rights. Hence, we are not giving enough attention to uplift the 
poor, but just enough to allow them to maintain their dangerously high fertility rates – a classic case 
of treating the symptoms of the disease rather than the cause.  

Various highly controversial cases have been made that this system of "social responsibility" is 
devolving the human species. Nature in general only allows the strongest to reproduce so that the 
species can progressively improve. The human conquest of nature, however, has allowed us to put 
together a system where the weak are producing much more offspring than the strong. 
Environmentally, the terms "weak" and "strong" are used to indicate low and high levels of the 
aforementioned hereditable factors of education, belief systems and self-image. Genetically, this can 
be quantified by factors such as IQ.  

IQ has a moderate level of genetic hereditability and is moderately correlated with socio-economic 
success. Thus, over many decades, consistent elevated levels of reproduction of individuals with a 
low socio-economic status will quite simply make the human race dumber. Evidence is already 
available that the average IQ of the human race is dropping by a bit less than one point per decade.  

Meanwhile, the world is getting more and more complex, implying that you will need every IQ point 
you can get to successfully find your way in the modern "age of the mind". And yes, navigating the 
myriad of crises converging on us will also require all the intelligence we can muster. Dropping 10 IQ 
points over the course of the 21st century is therefore most certainly not advised.  

3.4.3 Effects of inequality 
When combined with the aforementioned environmental factors, genetic socio-economic 
hereditability will only add to the ever increasing divide between rich and poor. People generally find 
a mate of similar socio-economic standing, implying that the rich will get progressively smarter (and 
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richer) while the poor will get progressively dumber (and poorer). This is very crudely put and I 
sincerely apologize for any affront, but the logic is hard to fault and some straight language is often 
needed to drive home the point. The fact is that inequality reinforces itself. This is why we have 
made absolutely no progress in this area even though every politician on this planet seems to be 
talking about it.  

Large inequality brings significant social challenges. Even though the poor are mostly innocent 
victims of the dark side of the socio-economic hereditability described above, the cold, hard fact is 
that many of them are a liability to society. This is not a statement of judgement, but merely a 
statement of reality. Since a significant portion of the poor are unemployed and often require free 
government services and hand-outs to meet their basic needs, they consume more value than they 
create. In addition, due to their life circumstances which are mostly outside of their control, a large 
portion of value-destroying criminal activity also originates in this group.  

The poor also create a myriad of social and political problems in a modern democracy simply due to 
their large numbers. Indeed, the power of the poor should not be underestimated. Many poorer 
countries have shown that a single populist leader making totally unrealistic promises and sweeping 
up the people against their "oppressors" can have a major influence on that country's affairs. The 
poor simply outnumber the rich 6 to 1 and, if they are organized, this is a very powerful advantage.  

One should also take into account that the labour of poorer world citizens is very directly responsible 
for a large portion of the goods and services we so thoughtlessly consume every single day. They 
harvest the food that you eat, make the clothes you wear and remove the wastes you produce. If 
circumstances change and these poor people can or will not continue their work, the magic making a 
seemingly endless supply of food appear on the shelves of your local supermarket might just start 
wearing off.  

Presently, when looked at from a very big-picture statistical point of view, this situation is still sort-of 
under control. However, when the aforementioned crises start to really show their teeth, the 
situation will become much less rosy. All three crises henceforth discussed will make life harder and 
more expensive and, as we are already seeing in America, these effects will impact 
disproportionately on the poor. And yes, as the poor rapidly increase in numbers and desperation, all 
manner of chaos can break loose… 

But let's consider this dreary picture from a totally different point of view. Let's say that we are able 
to, by some herculean effort, lift the majority of the poor out of poverty. Would that necessarily be a 
good thing? As we saw earlier, due to the massive numbers of (still relatively poor) people living in 
China and India, the ecological footprints of these countries are already double that which they 
themselves can sustain. The fact is, however, that these people already breathe the same air as us 
and if their economic situation dramatically improves (as is happening at the moment), they will start 
consuming more and more like westerners. Obviously, this is a big problem for the planet.  

Thus, we are faced with a pretty thorny problem: We are screwed if the poor remain poor and things 
like sudden food price hikes caused by the other crises create massive social unrest. We are also 
screwed if all the poor are magically uplifted and start consuming like Americans. Damned if we do 
and damned if we don't… 



 

47 
 

But this is not really a hard choice. Naturally, we have to choose to uplift the poor. There really is no 
other morally sound choice. We will have to do this intelligently though. If we just improve their 
economic situations, we will kill the only planet we have. Therefore, we have to also educate the 
poor about the realities of planetary boundaries as we uplift them. Fortunately education and 
economic upliftment often go hand-in-hand, but unfortunately, information about planetary 
boundaries is not usually part of the curriculum.  

Oh, and just one last thing: Naturally, we have to practice what we preach. We have no right to tell a 
poor person who is working his ass off to get out of poverty that he is only allowed to consume 2 GHs 
while we get to consume 8 GHs simply because we were lucky enough to be born to rich parents. 
Trying to do this would be, gently put, totally idiotic.  

In the end, we once again have to conclude that it is thus up to every one of the billion influentials on 
earth to aid the poor to gain access and make use of high quality education, to break free of their 
badly limiting belief systems, to reshape their self-images and, most importantly, to practice 
responsible family planning. In addition, we have to throw in a solid education about the principles of 
planetary boundaries in order to prevent a planet wide ecological disaster. This can be done both on 
an individual and a governmental level. Both levels have their challenges, but none of these are 
insurmountable.  

Remember, we are all connected in this modern world. By helping the poor, you are not only doing a 
very good deed which should give you a very nice warm fuzzy feeling inside, but you are also very 
effectively helping yourself and the rest of your rich buddies. Helping the poor in the ways described 
above will be beneficial to all – poor and rich. Leaving them stuck in the quicksand of socio-economic 
hereditability, on the other hand, is a recipe for total disaster.  

3.5 The complexity crisis 
OK, just hang in there. We are almost done. Just one more to go... I sincerely hope that by this time 
you are highly motivated to do your little bit to tackle this interconnected crisis web. But on the topic 
of interconnectedness and crises, let's get the final crisis over and done with: the complexity crisis.  

We'll start this chapter with a very scientific sounding definition: The degree of complexity is 
quantified by the number of interconnected variables in the system. According to this definition, our 
society has increased its complexity disproportionately over the last century. 100 years ago, most 
people got all of their consumables either directly from their own actions or from their local market. 
Thus, they were connected only to their neighbours who delivered to the market. Nowadays, 
virtually every one of the hundreds of consumables we use every day contains parts and services 
from all over the world. Thus, each one of us is connected to millions of other people, be it via our 
toothpaste, the fruit we buy at the supermarket, the chips in our cell phones or the gearboxes in our 
cars.   

It has only recently been understood that the ever increasing connectedness of the world is growing 
to be more of a vice than a virtue. We'll spend a page or two looking a little more closely into just 
why exactly this is, after which we will look at a perfect modern day example of this crisis in action 
and wrap this chapter up.  
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3.5.1 The hazards of excessive complexity 
Potentially the most destructive vice is the fact that excessive complexity and connectedness serves 
to decrease our adaptability and independence. It is these two factors that have allowed us to 
endure for millennia through ice ages and mega-droughts while countless other species have come 
and gone. 

When conditions changed, the simple and small societies of our forefathers were able to change 
their priorities, their environment, their tools and their entire way of life quickly and adapt to their 
new environment. This allowed them to endure by means of adaptability. Also, each of these simple 
societies was able to provide for themselves, meaning that the tribes in Africa were completely 
unaffected when the summer monsoons failed to arrive in Asia. This allowed them to endure by 
means of independence.  

In contrast, our modern society is incredibly slow in its decision making. Because of the 
interconnectedness, the number of stakeholders in any significant decision is huge and inevitably 
represents a highly divergent set of viewpoints and priorities. Such a complex situation makes it 
virtually impossible to reach a middle ground where everyone is reasonably happy. In addition, our 
current economic models are structured in such a way that the short term interests of the elite stand 
in stark contrast with the long term interests of society as a whole. We will talk about this a little 
more at a later stage, but for now, simply know that the well-connected elite are served very well by 
our inflationary debt-based economy where they can profit from government contracts, leverage 
massive amounts of debt and speculate on market outcomes. All of these things are to the long term 
detriment of society as a whole because they aggravate all four crises henceforth discussed, but 
unfortunately the elite hold the reins and will gladly steer society so as to serve their own short-term 
interests regardless of what the wide-ranging long term effects might be.  

Our laughably slow response to the environmental crisis is a shining example of how sluggish modern 
complexity has made our decision making processes. For example, the climate change circus has 
been droning on for years now and virtually nothing concrete has been achieved. This is a simple 
result of the divergent viewpoints of developed and developing nations and because of resistance 
from the elite (e.g. large oil companies) who are protecting their own short term interests. This total 
lack of adaptability makes us incredibly vulnerable to large shocks, be it environmental, economic or 
societal, simply because we will not be able to act quickly and unanimously to mitigate damages.   

Modern society is also incredibly interdependent. This implies that even a relatively small shock to 
one or two neighbourhoods will cascade through our entire global village knocking over buildings 
everywhere (e.g. the credit crisis of 2008). Unfortunately, as you have probably gathered from the 
preceding pages, various future shocks are on the cards this century. For example: agriculture in 
various Asian and South American countries can crash due to a lack of glacial runoff in the dry 
season, the Gulf Stream can slow or shut down freezing the UK and Scandinavia, many global fishing 
grounds can disappear due to ocean acidification killing the basis of the oceanic food chain, various 
global megacities can be parched as groundwater reserves run out, some of the world's greatest 
coastal cities can be lost to rising oceans, diseases like Malaria can greatly expand in a warming 
climate, climate refugees can spill over borders and cause all sorts of political and social chaos, peak 
oil can strike sooner than expected to wreak havoc with all commodity prices and the mighty USA 
could even go bankrupt.  
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Now just keep these possibilities in mind and consider how the world reacted when little Greece 
looked like it might just go bankrupt. Financial problems in a country with 0.15% of world population 
contributing 0.5% of world GDP created ripple effects throughout the entire world, leaving stocks 
reeling and politicians scrambling together bailout deals, budget reforms and austerity measures. 
The troubles in Greece made investors lose confidence in the Eurozone and the Euro, making it 
harder for other Eurozone countries to sell their debt as well. And in order to save the Euro, member 
states have had to use their limited resources to bail out struggling members several times. 

The EU is indeed the perfect example of all the vices of excessive complexity. So, let's take a deep 
breath and delve a little deeper into this sticky mess.  

3.5.2 The EU complexity problem 
Had Greece not used the Euro, it would simply have been able to devalue its currency through a 
process called quantitative easing and focus on exports to cover the deficit. Life would have been a 
bit more challenging for 0.15% of the world population for a while as they are forced to cut their 
imports, but the vast majority of the remaining 99.85% would have been able to go on completely 
unaffected. Unfortunately, because they are stuck with the Euro, currency devaluation is not an 
option to Greece and this excessive connectedness has thereby allowed Greek problems to first 
spread to the entire EU and then to the entire world. What would have been simple and contained 
now becomes complex, contagious and wrought with resource sucking bureaucracy.  

As we all know, things actually went pretty well for a few years after the EU was formed. 
Unfortunately though, this apparent prosperity was simply due to the rapid building of a massive 
credit bubble similar to the one in the USA. Institutions throughout Europe suddenly had access to 
cheap loans from central banks in a way very similar to the cheap credit (currently actually 
completely free at 0% interest) provided by the Fed in the USA. The natural result was massive 
borrowing and massive spending building up property bubbles and pushing up that highly misleading 
measure of prosperity called GDP.  

Actually, the EU originally had very stringent rules about the deficit spending of its member states, 
but in this mad debt-driven feeding frenzy, these rules were simply ignored. This is quite typical 
actually: the more complex a system becomes, the harder it becomes to police. The result is that all 
EU member states with the exception of Luxemburg and Finland have violated the debt and deficit 
regulations. And yes, most EU countries have not just slightly transgressed, but have totally thrown 
these annoying little rules out the window by constantly running up deficits double, triple or even ten 
times (Ireland in 2010) that imposed by the regulation.  

Now that our mindless over-consumption has finally caught up with us, Europe is actually the region 
over which there is the most concern (even more than the USA). And yes, this is primarily because of 
their excessive complexity and interconnectedness. As stated before, due to the interconnectedness, 
struggling member states cannot resort to the process of quantitative easing to kick-start their 
economies once again. This is a significant factor, but it is only part of the problem. 

The primary problem here is the EU bureaucracy. Europe is an incredibly diverse region and getting 
all of these totally different cultures to function under the same set of rules and standards is simply 
impossible. But hey, bureaucrats don't let themselves be deterred by such little impossibilities. Thus, 
the European bureaucrats simply proceeded to ramble off a truly massive string of regulations with 
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which countries and business must comply and, in the process, introduced so much bureaucracy and 
red tape that European business lost all of its efficiency and competitiveness. In fact, the only thing 
that kept this lumbering heap of bureaucracy going was the availability of the unsustainably high 
levels of cheap credit. And yes, now that this idiotic greed-driven system is starting to implode only 
rolls and rolls of red tape are left.  

Europe therefore has to kick-start its productive machinery again, but this machinery is so clogged up 
with excessive bureaucracy that it just won't start before it is warmed up with massive amounts of 
cheap credit or government bailouts. It is therefore safe to assume that the European recession will 
be long and hard.  

Another problem with the excessive complexity of the EU is that it just builds on the economic 
inequality of its member states. When trade happens between two member states, Euros flow from 
one country to another. The European central bank, however, keeps the number of Euros per 
country relatively stable and thereby gives the importing country lots of freshly printed Euros which 
have to be paid back as a loan to the exporting country. The result is that unproductive southern 
European counties are in massive debt to productive northern European countries. And yes, just like 
productive people, these productive nations (Germany, the Netherlands and Luxemburg in 
particular) are becoming more and more concerned that they will never get their money back.  

It seems like this arrangement effectively tries to get all EU countries to consume equally even 
though some produce much more than others – almost a kind of inter-country socialism. And yes, 
like all socialist systems the problems of those who are unproductive are put directly on the 
shoulders of those who are productive. We will talk more about socialism later on, but for now just 
know that a socialist system with excessive wealth redistribution policies, well-intentioned as they 
might be, universally encourages mediocrity, hampers production and has virtually no effect on 
wealth inequality.  

This is very unhealthy simply because, within our modern consumer economy, there is only one way 
in which the EU can get out of their economic slump: increased production (both for direct income 
from exports and for absorbing labour). When socialism forcefully redistributes wealth from 
productive citizens (or countries) to unproductive citizens (or countries), those who are productive 
are directly burdened by those who are unproductive. This causes the rate at which productive 
entities can produce value to be greatly diminished and an economic recovery is delayed 
significantly. This is happening now in the EU where productive countries are being burdened by 
unproductive countries due to international markets losing confidence in the Eurozone, the strange 
inter-country trade loan scheme just discussed and the regular direct bailout packages required by 
unproductive countries.  

In summary therefore, the vast heap of complexity that is the EU will significantly delay their 
economic recovery after they too succumbed to childish greed and gorged themselves on cheap 
credit with no thought of tomorrow (very similar to a mindless population of bacteria in a Petri-dish). 
One can only hope that the world will take notice and learn from these massive mistakes. But yes, at 
present we are still clinging to the status quo and wondering why this recession is lasting so long.  
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3.5.3 Closure  
The EU is a rather extreme example, but this kind of excessive interconnectedness and 
interdependence exists all over the world, putting all of us in one boat and transforming even a 
relatively small ailment into a highly contagious and rapidly mutating disease. Now again; from the 
perspective of tiny little Greece, just imagine the seismic shocks that would crash through our global 
village from any of the potentially massive future calamities mentioned a few pages back. No one can 
predict what will happen (again due to the massive complexity), but based on experience, it will be 
huge (and not in a good way).  

But hey, let's just breath, take a step back and realize that none of this has happened yet. We still 
have time to curb our exponentially increasing consumption, to stabilize and shock-proof the global 
economy and to uplift and fortify the vulnerable poor. If we fail in these tasks, however, this fifth 
crisis can cause the aforementioned four to cascade truly catastrophically and make life virtually 
impossible for future generations of human beings. 

The window for individual action to reduce planetary complexity might seem very small at first 
glance, but a lot can be improved by changes in consumption patterns. Nowadays, economics is 
virtually alone in the driver's seat of consumerism. The product giving the highest reward to cost 
ratio is preferred and the pressure is on to manufacture things as cheaply as at all possible. 
Companies generally chase this ideal by increasing complexity and interconnectedness (known as 
internationalization). Thus, the job of the billion is to gradually coerce economics to share the 
steering wheel with things like environmentalism, ethics, tradition and sustainability. One of the best 
ways to do this is to shift your consumption to local products as much as possible. As the major 
consumers on the planet, we certainly have the power to make a big impact in this area.  

That being said, however, I am certainly not suggesting that we should all crawl back into the bush, 
exchange our suits for loincloths and start living off the land in the quest for simplicity. Our modern, 
complex society has countless virtues that continue to contribute to the general improvement of the 
human condition. We should simply remember the old adage that you most certainly can have too 
much of a good thing. This applies directly to societal complexity where initial complexity increases 
greatly enhance the effectiveness of the system, but excessive complexity leads only to a great 
administrative burden and a dangerous sensitivity to errors in individual system constituents.  

In a sense this is much like the electronic gadgets filling our lives today. A man with no electronic 
connections is all but useless in today's world, but if you give him just two things; a basic laptop and 
cellphone, I'm sure he will be able to perform well over 90% of the electronic tasks in this modern 
age perfectly well. Thus, by this modest increase in complexity, his efficiency has increased 
enormously. But then, for some reason, he also feels compelled to get himself and various family 
members an iPod, iPad, iPhone, iMac, notebook, 3D TV, Kindle, camera, camcorder, webcam, GPS, 
PSP, Xbox as well as a whole range of decoders, players, stereos, docking-stations, remote controls, 
mice, keyboards, modems, routers, printers, scanners, chargers, headsets and other accessories to 
complement his already humungous selection of gadgets. Is the time and money spent on these 
things really worth those last few percentage points, especially when things start breaking, go 
missing or need to be replaced by a new model every year? Will all of these extra things increase his 
overall efficiency? Will it make him happier? Think about it…  
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My personal feeling is that many of our lives have increased in complexity way beyond the point of 
maximum efficiency. So has our world. From this point of view, it's hard to see why we still persist in 
constantly chasing further complexity. To be honest, the best answer I can come up with at the 
moment is "because it's cool."  

Geez… How sad is that? 

3.6 Crisis connection 
The world is rapidly spiralling into a myriad of crises of unprecedented magnitude.  

OK, so how do you feel about this alarmist phrase now? You'll probably find yourself somewhere 
within the five stages of grief. Denial is the first stage – the stage where you seriously oppose the 
notion that our society is buckling under its own grotesque weight. Next comes anger – blaming the 
system, the rich elite, the hopeless politicians, the oil companies and everyone else but yourself. The 
third stage is called bargaining – this is where you reason that it's perhaps not that bad, that some 
technological miracle fix or some wise politician will come riding to the rescue on a white horse 
powered by renewable energy. The penultimate stage is depression – here the truth finally sinks in 
and you fully realise the magnitude of the problem which can be so overwhelming that you end up 
just not caring any more. And finally comes the stage that we will all have to get to you as soon as 
possible: the stage of acceptance. Here you acknowledge the objective reality of the situation and 
resolve to handle it as best you can. 

It is vitally important that we get to this stage as quickly as at all possible, for it is only from a basis of 
objective reality that one can do anything about any problem, let alone one as serious as this. If we 
refuse to acknowledge that the problem exists, try to convince ourselves and others that it's not such 
a big problem or that we have lots of time to solve it, we will simply leave remedial action far too 
late. This is called self-delusion and is a great sickness of humankind. It is exhibited by governments 
and individuals alike – the latter pertaining to all areas of life; be it health and fitness, personal 
finances, personal development, consumption habits, life balance or simply studying for an exam or 
meeting a deadline. 

This self-delusion is one of the primary obstacles that we as a species have to overcome if we are to 
have any chance of navigating the 21st century without incurring serious hardships and losses. As a 
last attempt at drilling home the objective reality, this section will bring the five aforementioned 
crises together and take a look at how they interact and strengthen each other. If we could have the 
luxury of facing just one of them at any given time, it might very well be manageable, but if they all 
converge on us simultaneously, the effects could be disastrous. 

OK, so brace yourself for the last beating with the proverbial stick and keep an open mind so that you 
can safely reach your own personal version of objective reality. This section will be divided into two 
hard-hitting subsections: practical issues and moral issues.  

3.6.1 Practical issues 
In a nutshell, the crisis connection goes as follows: Mitigating the environmental crisis will be crazily 
expensive and will have to be financed by massive excess value creation across the entire world. 
Meanwhile, our society has fallen into a trend of excess value consumption (the complete opposite 
of the value creation we require), steadily driving the global economy towards widespread recession. 
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As our consumption addiction combines with decreased value creation to force us to spend more 
and more money we do not have, debt will mount and continue destabilizing the global economy, 
further reducing our ability to produce the massive excess value we require to mitigate the 
environmental crisis. Then, as we start hitting planetary boundaries, commodity prices will spike 
dangerously under continued exponential increases in demand (especially in Asia), causing the 
poverty line to march unstoppably upwards and creating a myriad of value-sapping social problems. 
And finally, the vast complexity and heavy bureaucracy of this, the greatest challenge ever faced by 
man, will do it's very best to slow down progress and dilute every dollar of excess value we manage 
to squeeze out. 

Ouch… OK, that was the short version. Now for the long one… 

3.6.1.1 Massive excess value needed 
This entire story revolves around the environmental crisis. If our environment was limitless with no 
planetary boundaries, we would be able to simply keep on consuming more and more without 
having to worry about the future. Yes, we would keep getting fatter, more stressed out and more 
depressed, but we would at least not run out of basic resources and fossil fuel slaves or drown in our 
own excretions like a mindless culture of bacteria in a Petri-dish. 

Unfortunately (or fortunately), this real world that we live in (our objective reality) has very real 
planetary boundaries, planetary boundaries that we will hit – sorry, let me rephrase that – smash 
into with earth shuddering force, within as little as one or two decades. The fact that our resources 
are becoming scarcer, of lower quality and harder to get at combined with the fact that our demand 
for them keeps on exponentially increasing will result in demand greatly exceeding supply and prices 
of everything blasting off into space. 

In parallel, the fact that we have already excreted a dangerous amount of waste and seem wholly 
incapable of curbing this waste excretion for at least the next 50 years will make our environment 
increasingly hostile and difficult to live in. In practice, this will also result in large price hikes and 
make life in certain areas of the globe completely impossible, sending climate refugees desperately 
spilling over borders to a distinctly not-so-welcome reception. 

Such a scenario will most certainly result in conflict, the phenomenon where people use their limited 
time, money and initiative to try and devalue the time, take the money and quash the initiative of 
their opponents. Conflict, in all its forms, is a pure destroyer of value, something which will be in very 
short supply once environmental impacts really hit home. In fighting over the last little bit of value, 
we will therefore destroy much of the little we have left and greatly hamper our ability to produce 
more.  

This is a major problem, simply because of the fact that we will need to create massive amounts of 
value if we are to have even the faintest chance of correctly reshaping our environment for a 
sustainable future. Indeed, massive infrastructure as well as research, development and 
demonstration (RD&D) investments will be required in various sectors. Here, we will only focus on 
infrastructure investments in the energy sector, but huge infrastructure and RD&D investments will 
also be required in sustainable agriculture, water management, transportation, general industry and 
urbanization.   
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But how much are we talking about exactly? Well, the International Energy Agency (IEA), which you 
can probably deduce is a pretty reputable organization, has been kind enough to help us out by 
estimating the costs of our future energy infrastructure needs. Under the so-called "New Policies" 
scenario, the grand total investment from now to the year 2035 comes to 38 trillion dollars – a 
whopping 1.5 trillion dollars per year.  

1.5 trillion… Why does that sound so familiar? Ah yes, now I remember; it's the budget deficit of the 
USA. So, in order to cover only the required infrastructure investments within this single sector, the 
world has to create 1.5 trillion dollars in excess value every year while our most powerful economy is 
creating excess value of minus 1.5 trillion dollars per year at the exact point in time when it's most 
productive generation is just beginning to retire. Oops… 

But wait, there's more. The New Policies scenario is projected to create a long term temperature rise 
of 3.5 degrees which is almost certain to result in catastrophic runaway global warming and another 
Great Dying. Therefore, the "450" scenario was also evaluated where, true to its name, CO2 levels 
would be stabilized at 450 ppm. In this scenario, we have a 50% statistical chance of stabilizing global 
temperatures at 2 degrees warming which, although it will certainly be very uncomfortable, might 
just be safe in the long run. Great. So at least this scenario gives us a 50% chance of perhaps being 
OK… 

However, since the energy sector will have to be transformed more vigorously in this scenario, it will 
add another 15.2 trillion dollars on top of the 38 trillion previously mentioned, bringing the yearly 
investment up to 2.13 trillion dollars. If we assume that these funds will have to come from the 
billion (directly or indirectly), it gives a share of $2130 per person per year. The average American 
earns $32000 per year or about $26000 per year after taxes, implying that this spending would 
require about 8% of all of our incomes probably for the rest of our lives. Hmm… Good luck getting 
that out of a billion consumption addicted people in a global economy showing various signs of 
recession and facing rapidly rising food and energy prices.  

But, as all cost estimations of complex projects tend to be, this figure is highly likely to be far too 
optimistic. The IEA itself admits that, even for the New Policies scenario, "investors in energy projects 
are facing a multitude of risks". For the 450 scenario, because we will be pushing the technological 
envelope much more aggressively, these risks and uncertainties will be even greater. In addition, 80% 
of the fossil fuel capacity allowed under the 450 scenario is already "locked in" by currently existing 
infrastructure. This implies that we are only allowed to construct another 20% of fossil fuel 
infrastructure if we are to stabilize CO2 levels at 450 ppm. Under current policies, the IEA estimates 
this to happen already by 2017.  

Unfortunately, the recently completed COP17 climate conference has delivered the spineless 
promise that a binding international emissions agreement will only be enforced from 2020, by which 
time we would already have overshot our fossil fuel allowance for the 450 scenario. In essence, this 
implies that we will have to start decommissioning fully functional fossil fuel infrastructure and 
replace it with clean energy at a massive additional cost. The IEA estimates that, for every $1 
investment avoided before 2020, $4.3 will need to be made after 2020. To be honest, I'm simply too 
scared to work out the financial implications of this idiotic delay that we have already committed 
ourselves to.   
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So, an absolute minimum of 8% of your entire future income will have to go to covering 
infrastructure investments in the energy sector alone. And then we have not even spoken about all 
of those other sectors mentioned before. Also, we have not yet spoken about RD&D. Many of the 
technologies that will be required to guide us safely through the 21st century have not yet been 
invented or are still a long way from being economically viable. Massive RD&D investments will 
therefore have to be made before we actually have the required plans for much of the new 
infrastructure we will have to build.  

What most people don't know about research is that it is a process of trial and error. Many of the 
RD&D investments made turn out to be dead ends yielding no practical benefit, only the valuable 
experience needed to do it better next time. RD&D on such complex challenges as those we face 
today will therefore be a very slow and resource intensive process. But then again, if we don't make 
this investment we will simply not have any economically viable commercial technology to 
implement in response to the environmental crisis.  

Currently, the world manages to invest 0.211 trillion dollars annually in the renewable energy sector, 
with about a third of this being RD&D. It is therefore safe to say that RD&D will add another 50% on 
top of the gigantic infrastructure investments required in the 21st century.  

There is no doubt about it: The excess value that humanity will have to create in order to mitigate 
the environmental crisis is truly humungous and, in the face of the retirement and credit crises, our 
economy will have a very hard time with this massive task. Indeed, as we have already seen and will 
elaborate on further below, our economy is not at all well. If anything, it needs a few years' sick 
leave, let alone 100 years of uncompromising manual labour.  

Alas, if only we had the time… 

3.6.1.2 No massive excess value here 
We have already covered the basic problems of our generation's growing consumption/production 
imbalance and our addiction to debt. In this section, we will take one last plunge into the gory little 
details of our modern economic system just to complete the picture. Please switch on; this stuff is 
important.  

Let's start with a look at money; the primary obsession of modern society. Say, for example, that you 
have $1000. A brand-new bank has just opened up in your town and you decide to deposit your 
$1000 in this new bank. So, what does this bank do with your thousand dollars? Safely lock it away in 
a vault? Not a chance. To the banks, it is much more profitable to loan your money out to other 
people - about 90% of it anyway (by law). So, this new person who got your $900 as a loan from the 
bank now has $900 which he can spend on goods and services. Like most of us, he wastes no time in 
getting rid of this money and pays another person $900 for some good or service. This new person 
then deposits the money in the same bank. The bank now takes this $900 and loans $810 of it out to 
another person, who buys goods or services from someone else who then deposits this $810 back 
into the bank, which then loans $729 of it out to another person to continue the cycle. In the end, 
the initial $1000 deposit has grown to deposits totalling $10000, thereby effectively magically loaning 
an additional $9000 into existence. Wow… 
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Yeah I know, this just sounds wrong, but, if everyone paid back their loans by rendering goods and 
services to each other and getting paid for that, this $10000 returns back to the $1000 it originally 
came from. Phew… Everything is back to normal again. But wait, we forgot this little thing called 
interest. Each individual not only has to pay back the original amount, but additional interest as well. 
Therefore, this individual has to earn more money than he borrowed in order to balance the books. 
And therefore, more money has to be magically created from somewhere in order to pay this 
interest. 

OK, so let's look at this magical source. Banks have incredibly complex lending schemes, lending to 
individuals, each other and also to governments. It is from loans to governments that new money is 
created. When countries take a loan, they give the bank something called a bond which promises 
payment with interest at some future date. When banks cash in on these bonds, countries often do 
not have the funds to pay this cleanly and have to get funds from somewhere. And this they simply 
do by printing more money (something they call "monetizing debt"). In this way, government debt 
directly leads to the creation of money out of thin air. 

That sounds great, right? Everybody can take out loans like crazy and government simply makes 
more money to cover the interest. However, this process has an ugly little spin-off called inflation. 
Inflation is a simple expression of the ratio between goods and services to be rendered and the 
money which is available in the system. If the amount of money increases and the amount of goods 
and services remains constant, the amount of value that each unit of money can purchase declines in 
order to keep the system in balance. Hundreds of paper currencies have been rendered completely 
useless by hyperinflation throughout history when this process spun out of control. 

However, if everyone paid back their loans with interest by rendering equivalent amounts of goods 
and services, the ratio of money to goods and services would remain constant and we would have no 
inflation. Notice here that the existence of interest and the fact that society buys almost everything 
on credit implicitly implies that the economy must continually grow. In order to cover the interest on 
your loan, you have to produce more goods and services than you consumed in order to pay back the 
loan (plus interest). Production therefore has to increase over time and this has to happen ad 
infinitum. Keep this in mind. We will be returning to this concept very soon.   

But first, we have to find out where inflation actually comes from. In simple terms; inflation occurs 
when the mandatory increases in the production of goods and services do not manage to keep up 
with continuous increases in the money supply. This can happen in a number of ways. The most 
easily observed cause is the building of an economic bubble like the 2008 US housing bubble. Due to 
the sudden availability of very cheap credit, everybody took out huge loans and massive amounts of 
money were borrowed into existence, giving everyone large purchasing power and driving up home 
prices to truly ridiculous levels. The increase in the amount of money simply outstripped the rate at 
which new houses could be built and price inflation was the natural result. This is an example of 
demand-driven inflation. 

On the other hand, we can also have supply-driven inflation. This type of inflation occurs when 
certain factors cause the rate of increase in the production of goods and services to be reduced or 
even reversed. This can be caused by things like sudden increases in the cost of raw materials (such 
as oil), strikes and social unrest, or even natural disasters. If the supply of goods and services reduces 
while the amount of money in the system stays constant, prices naturally go up.  
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Our third and final example is the special case of war. Wars are always highly inflationary simply 
because they create inflation both by increasing demand and decreasing supply. Lots of money is 
created to pay for the manufacture of weapons, but weapons are of no use to society and only get 
sent away to be blown up. Therefore, the amount of money increases significantly while the amount 
of useful goods and services stays constant. On the other hand, the destruction caused by war 
impedes the ability of society to produce valuable goods and services, thereby causing even more 
inflation. War is therefore a double-whammy inflationary event. It is truly evil not only from a 
humanitarian viewpoint, but also from an economic one.  

In essence, inflation is a good indication of the amount by which a country consistently consumes 
more value than it creates. Massive consumption (through a massive number of loans) increases the 
money supply and the demand, while half-hearted production does not allow the supply of useful 
goods and services to keep up. The natural result is ever increasing prices and ever increasing levels 
of debt to cover the ever-widening gap between consumption and production.  

Just to add to this mess, governments routinely underreport real inflation numbers, trying to give 
residents the impression that all is well. The USA, for example, twists their inflation statistics in three 
ways: substitution, geometric weighting and hedonics.  

The principle of substitution assumes that when the price of one thing goes up too much, people will 
switch to something cheaper. Thus, when the classical method of measuring food inflation – tracking 
the price of a fixed basket of general goods from one year to the next – is tweaked via the principle 
of substitution, this basket of goods is filled with whichever goods are the cheapest in any given year. 
This can make a massive difference. For example, while the official US food inflation number 
between 2007 and 2008 was 4.1%, the farm bureau calculated the cost of a fixed basket of goods 
found an inflation number of 11.3% - a truly gigantic difference. In essence, this inflation number 
does not measure rises in the cost of living any more, but rather in the cost of survival. 

The principle of geometric weighting states that, when prices go up, people will use more cheap stuff 
and less expensive stuff. Thus, the basket is always filled with more cheap stuff and less expensive 
stuff – again measuring the cost of survival rather than cost of living. 

The last principle; that of hedonics, is really pretty weird. It states that quality improvements in a 
specific product gives the user more enjoyment from using this product and this increase in 
enjoyment can be expressed as a decreasing cost from year to year. This is especially applicable in 
the electronics industry where upgrades happen all the time. Thus, when the iPad 2 has more 
features than the original, its price is adjusted downwards due to the perceived extra enjoyment that 
users would get out of it. Interestingly, the lifetime of the product has nothing to do with it. Thus, the 
many modern plastic things with pretty little lights that seem to actually be designed to break are still 
being counted as actually saving citizens money due to the few extra blinking lights they add on to 
each new version.  

Now the place where this becomes really interesting is when GDP is calculated. Here, the US 
government uses hedonics to increase the value of any value added transaction in exactly the same 
way as it used it to decrease inflation. The only reason for this is because it looks good if inflation is 
low and GDP is high. No logic, just politicians doing their thing. All in all, such strange adjustments to 
the US GDP accounts for 35% of its magnitude.  
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The inflation error is even greater. People have been seeing this error in real life for quite some time 
now, finding that they have to work harder and longer year after year in order to pay the bills. In 
effect, their incomes are rising with reported inflation (around 3%), while their expenses are rising 
with real inflation (a whopping 11%). Check this out on www.shadowstats.com. It is truly incredible; 
if inflation in the USA were calculated in the simple and open way that was used before 1980 
(without any of the aforementioned adjustments) the inflation rate literally quadruples.  

This underreporting of inflation also makes GDP look much better because yearly changes in GDP are 
inflation adjusted. Had the real inflation numbers been used, the USA would have been registering 
negative growth rates for years now, consistent with all the other signs of recession it has been 
showing.  

Thus, the largest world economy is in danger of having its currency rapidly devalued by 
hyperinflation and has effectively been in a recession for a number of years now (constantly trying to 
fake sound economic health by twisting statistics and borrowing and printing trillions of dollars). The 
same is likely to be true of a significant number of fellow OECD countries. In short therefore, the 
developed world is in no shape to carry this burden even though it still controls the majority of the 
world's wealth.  

This is quite painfully embarrassing really. Projections show that non-OECD countries will only 
surpass OECD countries in total GDP by 2015, implying that developed nations still have more 
resources than developing nations. The thing that can really make you blush, however, is the fact 
that developed nations have five times fewer people. Therefore, people in developed nations should 
(theoretically) have massive amounts of excess which can easily be used for investing in the future of 
our planet, while people in developing nations, having more than five times fewer resources per 
person, could be excused for concentrating all their limited resources on just staying alive. Pity that 
people in developed nations choose to "invest" this massive excess only in themselves by (among 
many others) over-consuming on fatty foods just because they can and then over-consuming on 
miscellaneous diet products to try and counter their over-consumption of fatty foods. The rich spend 
as much money on countering the problems of too much food (through the $180 billion global diet 
industry) as the billion poorest people spend on food (period).  

Incidentally, turnover of the global diet industry is also larger than the annual global investment in 
renewable energy infrastructure. I don't know about you, but my first reaction to this statistic 
involves a well-known three letter abbreviation featuring the letters W, T and F.  

Speaking about renewable energy infrastructure, it has been confirmed that non-OECD countries 
have officially surpassed OECD countries in renewable energy capital investments in 2010 already. 
Thus, while developed nations are sagging under self-imposed over-consumption problems, spending 
more on the latest diet fads than on renewable energy, it is left to developing nations to save the 
world. This is like someone driving a Ferrari losing to someone driving a VW Beetle in a straight-line 
drag race. Painfully, painfully embarrassing…  

3.6.1.3 Lots of negative excess value here 
In the light of the truly astounding over-consumption of developed nations, the significant under-
reporting of inflation discussed a little earlier might actually sound like a good idea. It should force 

http://www.shadowstats.com/
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people to consume less and contribute more, thereby addressing our value consumption/creation 
crisis.  

In effect, inflation is nothing but an additional tax. Large amounts of inflation effectively transfers 
value from taxpayers (who can now buy less goods and services with their paycheques) to 
government (who now owns debt with a smaller total value). Under-reporting of inflation can also be 
seen as a type of austerity measure in the sense that it forces citizens to consume less value 
(commodity prices rise with real inflation) while working just as hard for a salary rising with 
government reported inflation. Who knows, perhaps this well hidden austerity measure might even 
have been the idea behind these outlandish adjustments of inflation data.  

But unfortunately, we are not dealing with logical creatures here. As expenses exceed income, logical 
creatures simply cut back on unnecessary expenditures, thereby restoring balance. Illogical, 
emotional creatures, however, have been conditioned that massive resource consumption is the only 
route to happiness, and will work themselves into the ground and then through their entire life 
savings in order to make this happen. The result has been massive increases in stress levels, 
productivity losses due to strain-induced illness, and a tragic free-fall of personal savings. 

This rapid reduction in personal savings is perhaps the most worrying aspect of all. According to the 
US debt clock, every American family currently holds $684000 of the county's total debt (personal, 
business, local government and federal government debt) and has a miserly $4430 in savings (a 
staggering 154 times more debt than savings). To make this worse, the majority of these savings are 
held by the richest 1%, implying that the average family actually has virtually zero savings. 

The simple implication is that the average American family has absolutely zero resilience. Just a single 
unexpected setback, be it in the form of illness, injury, job loss or criminal activity, will mercilessly 
plunge them into bankruptcy and make them dependent on welfare for survival. The effect is a larger 
liability and additional expense for the state, forcing the state to take on even more debt to balance 
its books. And yes, since every American family is approaching millionaire status in terms of debt, this 
is not exactly a good idea.  

Two thirds of a million dollars in debt per family… Wow, if I were an American, I'd be stressing my ass 
off right about now. Oh, and if you then factor in the almost 120 trillion dollars in unfunded liabilities 
(chiefly social security and Medicare), you might just pass out from shock. 120 trillion dollars is twice 
the GDP of the entire world. A solid stack of 120 trillion $1 bills would reach 37 times to the moon 
and back. If you lay them out end to end, you could make it to the sun and back 125 times.   

These unthinkable numbers really makes you wonder why on earth the United States are not taking 
steps to balance their books by listening to politicians like Ron Paul and, for starters, at least bring 
their soldiers home. One can only conclude that they have been completely corrupted by the modern 
age of consumerism and still believe in our outdated secret weapon for dealing with debt: perpetual 
exponential growth. 

So, how does this secret weapon help? Well, when the loan is taken out, the amount to be paid back 
is fixed (assuming that there will not be any wild interest rate fluctuations). However, in an ever 
growing debt-based economy, personal income will rise both because of progress and because of 
inflation. Thus, your fixed monthly debt payments gradually become a smaller and smaller fraction of 
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your income. This is the really cool thing about a home-loan. While the home mostly increases in 
value with time, the fraction of your income spent on payments is decreasing with time, leaving you 
smiling all the way to the bank. Virtually the entire world is therefore bargaining on continued 
inflationary exponential growth to help pay back their loans. The assumption is, as always, that the 
future will be much bigger than the present and will remain that way ad infinitum.  

As a testimony of their blind faith in perpetual exponential growth, the US government will tell you 
that everything is still under control because government debt and the annual budget deficit are still 
acceptably low percentages of the (outrageously adjusted) national GDP. They therefore implicitly 
count on GDP to keep growing in order to keep them above water, relying totally and 
unquestioningly on perpetual exponential growth. And, like any other person deeply in debt, they 
would like as much inflation as possible to effectively transfer value from their creditors to 
themselves.  

I hope you see the problem with this scenario. Yes, because of the fixed planetary boundaries 
discussed in the environmental crisis, continued rapid consumption-driven exponential growth 
according to our current unsustainable models is completely impossible. You simply cannot keep on 
exponentially increasing your consumption within a system of fixed resources. It quite simply is 
physically impossible. For this simple reason, we will very soon have to start slowing down in virtually 
all sectors save for the green economy, and when we do, the future will not be much bigger than the 
present anymore. In fact, it might even become smaller. If this happens, people (and perhaps even 
countries) will start defaulting on their loans en masse. 

One of the reasons why no-one is really doing anything about this extremely worrying situation is 
simply that there are no fixed guidelines saying just when a country is in serious trouble. Everything is 
left to fuzzy rules of thumb and highly subjective market perceptions. A handy guideline proposed by 
some smart economists who have taken a long, hard look at the historical financial data of many 
countries is that a country is in trouble when the size of its debt plus the size of its banking system 
becomes more than five times the size of its annual revenue. Currently, there are a significant 
number of large OECD countries violating this guideline quite badly. For the USA, this ratio is 16, 
while even Germany scores a 9.  

The difference between Germany and the USA, however, is that the German economy is much 
healthier in the sense that money continuously flows in from abroad due to their large positive 
current account balance (primarily exports minus imports), while the American economy is the polar 
opposite due to their massive negative current account balance discussed earlier. This is very much 
like giving a loan to an individual. No sane bank would give someone a home-loan exceeding five 
times his annual income except perhaps when this person has demonstrated for a long time that he 
consistently creates much more value than he consumes. Germany is one of these exceptions, while 
the USA most certainly is not. Not only has the USA got a massive debt to income ratio, it has also 
demonstrated consistently that it is a net consumer and not a net creator. All indications are 
therefore that the almighty USA (and several other larger western economies) is in very big trouble 
no matter how rosy a picture their politicians try to sell to the public.  

And then, of course, we have the retirement crisis. When this baby really hits home, it will create 
even larger budget and trade deficits for many countries, leaving governments with only two 
alternatives. Firstly, they can enforce strict austerity measures which will slow down growth, thereby 
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lowering the ability of people (and countries) to pay back their loans because of smaller personal 
surpluses and the fact that the future will now not be sufficiently larger than the present, raising the 
likelihood of catastrophic mass-default. And secondly, they can create more money, causing an 
increase in the ratio of money to goods and services, also leading to more inflation. 

Both these sources of rapid inflation and economic instability, combined with the inevitable price 
hikes caused by our crossing of various planetary boundaries will make life extremely uncomfortable 
for the billion and absolutely crush the poor (and incidentally many retirees). There can be very little 
doubt about that.  

Oh, and you see what happened there? I got so distracted by the problems stemming only from our 
global economy running on our "tried and tested" business as usual model for perpetual over-
consumption and debt-based exponential growth that I completely forgot about the climate crisis. It 
is all too easy to do this. In fact, politicians and economists all over the world do this completely 
automatically. But we have to keep in mind that our economy not only has to survive in order for us 
to survive, it has to absolutely flourish. For if our economy does not flourish we don't have a 
snowball's hope in hell of generating the massive excess value needed to provide for the needs of 
our race in the midst of ever increasing environmental resistance.   

And yes, one can safely estimate the chances of this happening on our current business as usual 
model as a big, fat zero… 

3.6.1.4 Closure 
Even though the number of people who at least have a rudimentary understanding of this messed-up 
cobweb of greed, short-sightedness, passivity and denial is increasing, our complex society has built 
up so much inertia on its rapidly accelerating journey down this carbon-addicted growth-dependent 
completely unsustainable economic path that it will be almost impossible to stop.  

As planetary boundaries forcefully restrict exponential growth and retirement en masse further 
increases government deficit, hyper-inflation and price hikes could make modern living simply 
impossible, especially for the poor. This may lead to massive social unrest, leading to further 
breakdown of our social structures, reducing our ability to keep our complex social machinery going 
and ultimately depriving us of even our most basic resources.  

Remember that disconcerting point raised earlier: possibly the greatest threat to our modern society 
is the massive amounts of energy and resources we require just to maintain the status quo. As an 
example, please consider that, without modern agriculture techniques and machinery, it is simply 
impossible to feed 7 billion people. Also consider that, without modern health and sanitation 
infrastructure, disease will run rampant within such a dense population of starving and malnourished 
individuals. And yes, when people are starving and threatened with rampant disease, basic irrational 
survival instincts kick in. Combine this with millions of weapons (a significant portion of which fall in 
the "of mass destruction" category) still lying around and you finally arrive at the unthinkable: Global 
societal collapse. 

This kind of colossal failure is simply not an option. We, the billion, have the responsibility not only to 
make sure that this (distinctly plausible) situation does not occur, but to create an environment 
within which society can thrive and the enormous excess value creation needed can commence.  
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We certainly have our work cut out for us.  

Seems like we'll have to bring our A-game. 

3.6.2 Moral issues 
OK, this will be the last negative section, I promise. After this we will get positive and really take a 
good, hard look at how these seemingly unassailable challenges can be overcome. All is certainly not 
lost, but as stated before, a clear understanding of what you stand to lose is essential for taking 
corrective action. Let's get this over and done with. 

When you really think about it, we as the billion have a massive moral obligation, both towards 
future generations and towards the poor, simply because we have created all of these crises while 
they, who had nothing to do with it, will bear the brunt. 

3.6.2.1 Future generations 
Our moral obligation towards future generations with regards to the environmental crisis is self-
evident. We have sucked our planet dry and caused immeasurable damages that will take centuries 
to heal while embarking on this brief consumption binge (all the while becoming fatter, more 
stressed out and no happier). Future generations will inherit a still carbon dependent economy, just 
without any carbon (aside from the millions of tons of it floating around in our atmosphere, heating 
the planet for centuries to come). Life will be very hard in this economy, and I hope that you will 
agree that simply handing over this ticking timebomb to the next generation is simply not right. 

The dangerous greed-based social experiment that is our consumerist debt-driven growth-dependent 
economy is another ticking timebomb that we seem very willing to simply hand over to the next guy. 
If this thing goes into runaway, it can get very nasty.  

Another way of expressing this is to look at money as a claim on human labour and non-renewable 
resources, and look at credit as a claim on future money. Both of these expressions are certainly 
reasonable, and combining them, we find that credit is a claim on future human labour and non-
renewable resources. Think of it; when you take out a loan, you promise your own future labour as 
eventual compensation. When a country incurs massive debt, it promises the future labour of its 
citizens as compensation. And no, the citizens who accrued the debt are not necessarily those who 
will have to settle it. In effect therefore, while racking up exponentially increasing debt to cover the 
ever widening chasm between our value consumption and value creation, we are essentially claiming 
for ourselves the labour and resources of future generations. Hmm… Definitely not cool. 

Like a relentless swarm of one billion locusts we have devoured the pastures from which our sons 
and daughters will have to scrape together a living. Really, if we have even the faintest wisp of a 
conscience left, we will make good for our unforgivable over-consumption before it is too late.  

3.6.2.2 The poor 
But let's leave the future generations in the future for a while and just focus on the ones currently 
breathing the same polluted air as us. Please consider the following: The combined crises converging 
on our unsustainable economy trapped in this finite world we live in are primarily driven by the 
billion, but the potentially disastrous effects will impact disproportionately on the poor. Take the 
environmental crisis for example. The distribution of resource consumption and waste production 
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between the richest billion and the remaining 6 billion is roughly 2 to 1. In other words, per capita, 
the billion have a twelve times larger environmental impact than the rest.  

Remember that we already consume like we had 1.5 planets. We, the billion, are responsible for two 
thirds of this consumption and therefore already claim the entire planet's biocapacity only for 
ourselves, leaving a big fat zero for the remaining 86%. Now if this does not strike you as terribly 
wrong, I'm afraid there is something terribly wrong with you.   

Our planetary savings in the form of natural forests, fishing grounds, mineral deposits, fertile topsoil, 
freshwater stores etc. will definitely not last forever and if we keep on withdrawing faster than the 
planet can replenish, we will run out pretty soon. In addition, one should also consider the serious 
effects of climate change in combination with all of the other environmental damages we have 
already caused. All of these things will serve to steadily reduce the total biological carrying capacity 
of our planet, leaving ever fewer global hectares for every person. Our massive consumption is 
therefore continuously increasing withdrawals from our limited savings and simultaneously reducing 
the rate at which these savings can be replenished. 

Now as if this was not sufficiently immoral already, we also have to consider the fact that the billion 
will be able to buy their way out of trouble (at least initially) while many of the remaining 6 billion 
will be quite literally fighting for basic survival. When our planetary savings run out, the rich will 
complain about a reduced selection of more expensive products in the grocery store, while the poor 
will be dying like flies.  

As an example, consider the poorest region on earth; Sub-Saharan Africa. These poor African 
countries have contributed minimally to global warming, but projections show that they will be hit 
hardest by drought and desertification. No way to produce food, no way to buy food and no 
drinkable water. I don't want to spoil your appetite or anything, but it will give you some much 
needed perspective to ask Google what happens to a person when he/she becomes severely 
malnourished or dehydrated. For some additional perspective, go to Google images and type in 
"starvation". Then realize that the withered kids in those images could just as easily have been you. 
Statistically, you had a 50/50 chance of being born in the bottom billion or the top billion. Sheer blind 
luck is the only thing allowing you to look at the picture and forcing him or her to be in the picture. 
They do not deserve to be there are any more than you deserve to be here.  

Another rather chilling analogy can be made by comparing climate change to smoking. Smoking takes 
the life of one non-smoker for every ten smokers it kills through second hand smoke. For this reason, 
most developed countries nowadays ban smokers out into the cold to go and suck on their cancer 
sticks where it cannot harm anyone else. For climate change, however, the vast majority of the 
250000 odd deaths every year are among the 6 billion "non-smokers", while the 1 billion "smokers" 
can just continue to smoke safely inside their protective cocoon of lottery-won affluence.  

When considering the leading causes of climate change deaths; extreme weather events (floods, 
hurricanes and extreme hot or cold spells) and disease (primarily malnutrition, diarrhoea and 
malaria), it is easy to see why. Rich countries have the capacity to manage disasters and mitigate the 
loss of life through expensive rescue efforts and medical care. Rich countries are also primarily 
unaffected by malnutrition (quite the opposite really), diarrhoea and malaria, all of which are much 
more prevalent in poorer countries.  
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No such statistics are available, but it can be reasonably assumed that for every person who dies 
from excessive sucking on the climate change cigar, 1000 innocent people will die from the "second 
hand smoke". And once our crisis conglomeration starts to seriously affect global water and food 
security and prices, this ratio is likely to shoot heavenward, together with the absolute loss of life.  

I can't imagine how anyone can smoke in public, knowing that second hand smoke kills 600000 
innocent bystanders every year. But hey, at least the smoker will destroy his own health in the 
process, resulting in a kind of primitive justice. Your over-consumption, however, will not cause even 
a fraction of a percent of the harm to you that it will cause to millions of poor people worldwide 
through the combined effects of the environmental and economic crises. And remember, unless you 
are one of the few to have diligently worked their way out of poverty, the affluence you are enjoying 
today is the direct result of being born to affluent parents – sheer dumb luck.  

3.6.2.3 Closure 
Besides the environmental and economic crises, the sheer complexity, interconnectedness and 
resulting lack of resilience will be our final gift to future generations and to the poor. Future 
generations will have to find a way in which to disentangle this randomly interweaved cobweb, while 
the poor, who have limited education and understanding, will remain caught in it with no idea of 
how and why they got there or how to get out.  

Due to our ever-lasting search for more rapid growth through increasing complexity and 
interconnectedness, we have very efficiently loaded every one of the 7 billion people currently on 
this planet into a single boat. And, to make matters worse, we have proceeded to load in billions 
more from future generations. But still, many people will swear that this is no problem whatsoever; 
after all, our shining fossil fuelled boat is unsinkable.  

Hmm… ever heard of the Titanic? 

OK. Done. I have finally managed to run out of bad news. If you are depressed by this point, you are 
not alone – I'm with you all the way. But I hope that this section achieved its purpose. If these facts 
do not stir something inside of you, you should check your pulse to make sure you still have a heart. 
And if you are actually OK with these facts, you should consult your psychiatrist to get that 
psychopathy of yours looked at (seriously).  

In the end it is inescapable: You are responsible – responsible for three simple things: to stop 
mindlessly smoking four packs of "Climate Change Lights" a day through unthinking consumerism, to 
help spread the understanding to the rest of the billion and to help fortify the poor against the 
effects of the massive cloud of second hand smog we produce every single day.  

There is no way around this fact.  

You are responsible.  

4 Honest hope 
Yee-haa! Shout it from the rooftops! We are finally done! Phew… what a relief. We can finally move 
away from the doom and gloom and take a much deserved look at the solutions. 
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The good news is that the solutions are reasonably simple and can have a major and rapid rectifying 
impact on our wayward society. I am confident that we can successfully avert all of the 
aforementioned crises if enough people take action on the one in a billion principle. But yes, this is 
exactly where the problem comes in… 

If we were all robots and someone could simply reprogram a massive mainframe computer to 
instantly change the behaviour of every individual, I'm sure that we could bring these crises down to 
manageable levels by the end of the year. Unfortunately (or fortunately), we are not robots and 
changing human behaviour is well known to be notoriously difficult.  

This is seen as the primary challenge of this work: rapid and massive behavioural change of an entire 
population – certainly a tall order in anyone's book. But remember the joking around about the 
Justin Bieber music video receiving 730 million views at the start of this writing. Think about it. There 
is not a single special thing about that video, but yet 730 million people watched it on Youtube alone. 
This teaches us two things: we have an amazing ability to rapidly influence each other and, if enough 
curiosity is aroused, we can be convinced to try almost anything.  

Granted, this plan will involve a little more effort than watching a single Youtube video, but hey, 
remember what happened when you watched that video? Yeah, come on, admit it; you checked out 
Justin's latest video and then followed links to Rihanna and Eminem and eventually ended up at 
some or other funny cat compilation video. The point I am trying to make is that, once our interest is 
stirred, we are magically drawn deeper down the rabbit hole. And yes, despite being a little scary, the 
rabbit-hole described in this writing is incredibly interesting and can be highly rewarding, both 
practically and emotionally.  

However, I am under no illusion that a first draft written form of this writing will stand any chance in 
helping to correctly shape the future. Two primary things will be required: revision and confirmation 
by a number of renowned experts, and translation into a user-friendly and easily digestible video 
format, freely distributed over all communications channels.  

But hey, I can see no rational reason why this cannot be done. So, let's do it.  

5 A new mindset 
The great Eastern philosopher Lau-Tzu said that a journey of a thousand miles begins with the first 
step. In this case, the first step is not physical, but mental; a broad shift in societal mindset away 
from unthinking consumerism and material desire towards sustainability and quality of life.  

The preceding sections describing the various crises we have created for ourselves should have at 
least gotten you thinking about taking this step. This section will continue building the case for 
sustainable living, urging you on, encouraging you to do it.  All that I am asking is that you objectively 
consider the facts and allow them to slowly reshape your thinking until you have successfully taken 
that crucial first step. For once that step is taken, the thousands that follow will happen much more 
naturally.  

There is a very good reason for spending some time here before moving on to the more practical 
stuff: the indisputable fact that a lasting change in behaviour has to be preceded by a marked change 
in thought patterns. This is as fundamental a truth as the fact that the earth is round. If you try to 
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change your behaviour by pure willpower while your underlying beliefs, priorities and habits of 
thought remain the same, you cannot succeed in the long run. It is simply impossible.  

A good example is that of physical health and fitness. Millions chase health and fitness by pure 
willpower, but because they lack the fundamental belief that healthy eating and regular exercise is 
the very foundation of their happiness and wellbeing, they are inevitably disappointed. And each 
subsequent failed willpower attempt adds another layer of belief that the quest for physical health 
and fitness is nothing but futile pain, strain and depravation.  

In our world that literally begs you to binge and stagnate, many people need the physical shock of 
something like a heart-attack to bring about the necessary mindset changes required for maintaining 
long term health and fitness. This can work, but it is very reactive and can often be too little too late. 
Needless to say; waiting for the planet to have its first major heart-attack before we consider serious 
action is not exactly the smartest thing to do.  

We therefore need to follow a more logical (or rather less idiotic) approach by using well-
documented scientific information to give ourselves a mental shock before we are inevitably hit by 
the physical shock. The human mind is a wonderful thing and it has been proven over and over again 
that, for any given person, imagination is just as real as physical reality. The mental shock in the 
health and fitness example can be derived from the scientifically proven fact that healthy/unhealthy 
living can make a massive 40-60 year difference in your lifespan – half of your entire life. Similarly, 
when considering the array of global crises we have just discussed, the possibility that half the life on 
earth can literally be wiped out by the cumulative effects of all of our incredibly short-sighted 
lifestyle choices cannot be ignored.  

The discussion of the global crises we face today was meant as the sharp mental shock needed to 
simulate the physical shock that will surely come if we blindly continue with business as usual. In 
simple written form, unfortunately, this will not be sufficient. Many people maintaining an unhealthy 
lifestyle might read about the 40-60 year lifespan difference, but still manage to delude themselves 
into inaction.  

Nope, aside from an easy-to-absorb multimedia representation of this information, two additional 
stimuli will be needed: persistent advertising and peer pressure. Anti-smoking ads have long used 
images of blackened lungs to slap some sanity into smokers. Nowadays, clear messages of "smoking 
kills" have finally been put on cigarette packets. The result has been a rather impressive reduction in 
smoking within developed nations. Similar graphical campaigns will be needed to cause the mindset 
changes needed to mitigate the plethora of global crises we face. Regular global warming 
advertisements should show desperate flood victims scrambling for food dropped by aid helicopters. 
Poverty ads should give a glimpse into the lives of a family of eight living in a shack the size of your 
bathroom on a freezing cold, rainy night. We need to start slapping "consumerism kills" labels on 
every consumable out there showing the percentage of your sustainable ecological and carbon 
footprints this product uses up. We got ourselves into this mess by a constant barrage of advertising 
and we need to get ourselves out in the same way.  

The most effective medium, however, is that of peer pressure. I have already likened humans to 
bacteria, locusts and ostriches in this writing. Now I'll continue up the evolutionary ladder and liken 
us to sheep. When all of your friends start eating healthily, participating in sport and talking about 
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how great they feel and how much fun they are having, will you really just keep stagnating on the 
sofa in front of the TV with your "happy" meal? What about when all of them start seriously talking 
to you about the importance of changing your lifestyle? What if they present you with indisputable 
facts that your lifestyle is not only hurting yourself, but countless others as well? My guess is that 
even the fattest, most stubborn sheep would buckle under this pressure. If we are to save our planet, 
we need only a few million brave sheep to start running in the right direction. The rest will soon 
follow.  

The crux of the matter is this: the predominant mindset of the billion has to be radically altered from 
one of unthinking consumption to one of intelligent sustainability. The concept of sustainability must 
become a regular topic on the minds of every influential individual on this planet. This, and only this, 
will lead to mass behaviours conducive to a sustainable human civilization on planet earth.  

The remainder of this section will build a very logical and positive argument for sustainability and 
against unthinking consumerism. It is designed as interesting conversational material that you can 
(must) share with your friends in order to facilitate the crucial mindset change that will save our 
planet. We are all responsible for spreading this new gospel. 

And don't worry; these crucial conversations will certainly not be nerdy, boring or uncool. This stuff 
really is quite fascinating.  Let's take a look. 

5.1 Sustainable happiness 
Let's start with a question: What should be the primary goal of any government? High GDP growth? 
Job creation? Staying in power for as long as possible? Nope, the primary goal of any government 
should be ensuring long and happy lives for all of their citizens, those of today and those of future 
generations.  

Perhaps many governments still think that raising GDP will increase happiness, but this assertion has 
been unequivocally proven false by scientific research. Large quantities of data on happiness are 
available over long time spans, and these data all say the same thing: while material wealth has 
increased tremendously, happiness stayed constant in virtually every developed nation. Together 
with this, significant increases in the number of negative indicators have been observed. 

Experts on the topic of "subjective wellbeing" (a.k.a. happiness) in the USA have found that the 
number of people reporting themselves as very happy has declined slightly over the past forty years. 
They point out that we are twice as rich and no happier compared to forty years ago, while the 
divorce rate has doubled, teen suicide tripled, reported violence almost quadrupled, and depression 
rates have soared, particularly amongst teens and young adults. 

It is, however, an indisputable fact that happiness correlates with income, but once income is high 
enough to comfortably meet basic needs, this correlation becomes very weak and eventually 
disappears. Obviously a starving, homeless person cannot be very happy and will become a lot 
happier if he can get his hands on enough money to buy food and rent decent shelter. Beyond this 
point, however, researchers have found that increases in happiness caused by further increases in 
affluence are mostly cancelled out by frustrations related to sharp increases in material aspirations 
(apparently the scientific term for blind consumerism). The more money you have, the more stuff 
you want and the more you delude yourself into thinking that this stuff will actually make you happy. 
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Further interesting research on happiness has found that lottery winners show exactly the same 
happiness as quadriplegics (true story). Amazing isn't it? People who won millions of dollars are just 
as happy as people who lost the use of virtually their entire body. The reason behind this is quite 
enlightening: human beings can synthesize happiness quite independently of the outside world. 
Wow… If I could choose between the power of flight and the power to synthesize as much happiness 
as I want whenever I want, I think I'd actually choose the happiness. But hey, apparently I have that 
power already. So do you. The only problem is that it looks like we have simply forgotten how to use 
it.  

Let's stay on this topic a little longer and discuss a very interesting happiness experiment. In this 
experiment, the subject is presented with six full sized prints of different paintings by a famous artist 
and asked to rank the paintings from most liked least liked. He then gets one of the paintings to take 
home, but can only choose between the paintings that he ranked as third and fourth. Naturally he 
chooses the painting that he ranked third and goes home happy with his free painting. 

Sometime later, he is presented with the same six paintings and asked to rank them from best to 
worst once again. Over a large number of such experiments, the average results show that people 
rank the painting that they now own one position higher and the painting that they did not choose 
one position lower, i.e. second and fifth. Nothing about the paintings has changed. The only thing 
that has changed is the subject who has literally synthesized happiness within this slightly altered 
reality he now finds himself in (the painting now probably hangs on his wall). We see this 
phenomenon with anything from cars to sports teams. Almost inevitably, the car someone drives or 
the team he supports is the best in the world even when, objectively, they might seriously suck. 

This is the same for the quadriplegics. When they lose the use of their limbs, their reality changes 
and their subjective perception changes with it. Studies show that they take much greater pleasure 
out of simple activities like reading, enjoying a good meal or having a good conversation than the 
lottery winners. They might not be able to use their limbs anymore, but can gain the same happiness 
out of a hearty breakfast as the lottery winners get out of a million-dollar yacht. 

Another enlightening happiness synthesis experiment was performed along the same lines. In this 
study, participants in a photography course were given the opportunity to choose between large 
prints of their two best pictures. One group was told that they would have to choose now with no 
chance of ever changing their mind, while the other group had the same choice, but were told that 
they could change their mind within four days if they wanted to. 

Three days later, the participants were asked whether they like their photo more or less than they 
did three days ago. The ones who had no choice gave exactly the same response as those in the six 
painting experiment discussed before. They had suddenly grown to like their photo a lot more. The 
other group, however, liked their photo a lot less. Why? Simply because their imaginations were 
allowed to freely build desire for that which they do not have. 

This enlightening study explains a lot. Quadriplegics know that they can never get the use of their 
limbs back. They therefore have no choice but to accept this new reality, allowing their brains to 
synthesize happiness even within their objectively terrible circumstances. As a potentially rather 
teary exercise, please do yourself a big favour and type the name "Nick Vujicic" into the Youtube 
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search engine. Here is a guy that will drill this point into your mind in a manner that you will not be 
able to believe.  

On the other hand, when we are given the choice (by a sudden million dollars for example), our 
brains are free to explore other outcomes, free to desire. And this is where the problem comes in… 

Human beings almost unanimously exaggerate the pleasure they will get from good future events as 
well as the pain they will experience from bad future events. Think about it; the long-awaited 
weekend almost never lives up to your expectations, while the terrifying speech you had to give 
turns out to be distinctly non-life-threatening. This is the problem with consumerism. We are made 
constantly and acutely aware of all the positive things we can have through consuming ever 
increasing amounts of miscellaneous stuff by means of that devilish industry of advertising. Our 
minds then greatly blow up the pleasure that we will gain from this new car, miracle diet or even 
food processor and we are driven to chase after this artificial nirvana by buying lots and lots of things 
that we don't need at all. The acquisition almost never lives up to expectations, but still, we never 
run out of new artificial nirvanas to chase. 

This is the sad hamster wheel of consumerism; we are constantly bombarded with hundreds of these 
promised nirvanas which we just have to chase using our limited time and financial resources. And 
every one of these that we acquire makes us no happier than the added frustration caused by the 
ten new ones that took its place. 

OK, so why have I rambled off all of this happiness research? Well, simply because we have just 
arrived at the secret of true sustainable happiness: your understanding of our global crisis 
conglomeration simply has to grow to a point where consumerism is as impossible to you as walking 
is to quadriplegics. When you get to this stage, your mind will synthesise happiness within this new 
bound on your life, using exactly the same mechanism as quadriplegics use to be just as happy as 
lottery winners. The result is a comfortable and secure life within our affluent society, only without 
the continuous frustration and financial woes caused by the so-called "material aspirations". This 
truly works like magic. Try it.  

When operating from this state of mind, instead of chasing happiness through consumerism, you can 
focus on the things that have been proven scientifically to correlate strongly with happiness: health, 
strong social networks and work satisfaction. Trust me on this one; this simple mindset shift will 
leave you enjoying your life a lot more. 

OK, so thus far I've been saying a lot about happiness, but pretty little about sustainability. Let's fix 
this right away. Some very interesting work has been done on this topic by the developers of the 
Happy Planet Index (HPI). The HPI is a measure of the number of happy life years a person 
experiences weighted against the ecological costs of granting her those happy life years. 
Mathematically, the HPI is proportional to the average life expectancy multiplied by the life 
satisfaction index divided by the ecological footprint. It can therefore be viewed as a kind of 
happiness efficiency; how much happiness you get for the planetary damages you cause in getting it. 

When rated in this way, the United States is on par with struggling African countries like Nigeria and 
the Congo. Unbelievable; the greatest nation in the world has the same happiness efficiency as 
struggling African states with widespread poverty, hunger, disease and conflict. In complete contrast, 
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the country with the highest HPI; Costa Rica, achieves a higher life expectancy and happiness than 
the USA with a quarter of the ecological impact. Think about it: Costa Ricans live longer and happier 
than Americans on four times less resources. Wow… Imagine that you could trade in your car for one 
that is faster, more fuel efficient and four times less expensive. Not a very hard choice, right? 

I really cannot get over how awesome this measure really is. Raising HPI should be the primary 
objective of each and every country. We all want long, happy lives and, as has been so aptly shown in 
the depressing preceding sections, we as a species will most certainly not get these long, happy lives 
unless we respect the planetary boundaries within which we live. The HPI is therefore the perfect 
quantification of the performance of nations in the 21st century. 

Theoretically, we already have the technology, the resources and the social structures needed to give 
long, happy lives to everyone. And consumerism is the primary obstacle in the way of achieving this 
noble objective. When looking at the HPI formula, consumerism shortens lifespan by means of 
unhealthy consumption habits, it reduces happiness by forcing us to constantly chase after artificial 
consumption nirvanas and it greatly increases the ecological damages we cause. It is a true HPI-killer 
in every single way.  

I really wish we could magically grant everyone on earth an understanding of this simple concept. 
Surely, knowing this, no-one in their right mind could continue on the path of unthinking 
consumerism.   

5.2 Growth vs. Prosperity 
This is just another very important consideration that very few people ever think about. Over the last 
few decades, we as a civilisation have chased after both of these ideals, but achieved much more 
growth than prosperity. In simple terms, growth implies "more" than prosperity implies "better". 
From this simple premise, it is easy to see why we have leaned so heavily towards growth – it is 
simply much easier to make more of something that is known than it is to venture into the unknown 
and make it better. The end-result is that we certainly have a lot more than we had a few decades 
ago, but it is very debatable whether the life of the average citizen of the Earth has become 
significantly better. 

The classic example is that of family planning. When planning a family, parents can choose between 
growth and prosperity – having more children (growth) or having fewer children but investing more 
in each of them (prosperity). Traditionally, the West has chosen prosperity while Africa, Asia, and 
South America chose growth. This is the primary reason why the West is relatively more prosperous 
than the rest of the world. 

But the main point to be taken away from this is that we fuel both growth and prosperity with the 
limited amount of excess that we have; be it excess money, resources or energy. Back to the family 
planning example; the parents have a limited amount of financial resources which they can choose to 
spread thinner over many children or invest in a much more focused way in only one or two. They 
cannot choose both. This is the crux of the matter: with our dwindling supply of natural resources per 
capita, we can no longer afford both growth and prosperity. We have to choose one or the other. 

Making this choice is a real no-brainer though – growth kills the planet while prosperity leads to 
longer and happier lives for all citizens of the earth. It's not exactly rocket science. 



 

71 
 

So how do we make this choice? Again, it all comes down to your basic mindset. A good 
understanding of this distinction has to be deeply engrained in each of our minds, driving us to 
demand less, but better. The good news is that it seems like the world is slowly getting the concept 
of family planning. Fertility rates are declining throughout the world, but not yet fast enough. This 
mindset of always choosing prosperity over growth has to spread further before small families 
become the automatic choice in all cultures. 

But the billion has made this choice long ago. The fact that most of us have small families is quite 
possibly the primary reason why we are in fact the billion. Indeed, we have stopped growing in 
numbers for quite some time now, but instead, we are growing in consumption. As I've said many 
times already and will say many times more: consumerism is the root of all evil. It has led us to 
squander much of our dwindling supply of excess money, resources and energy on what can only be 
described as wasteful, often self-destructive binging. 

A big paradigm shift away from consumption growth is sorely needed within the billion. Instead, we 
seriously need to start focusing on prosperity. In order to make this more concrete, I've outlined 
what I perceive to be the three basic pillars of prosperity: health, security, and purpose. Let's take a 
brief look at each of these. 

Health is unanimously associated with prosperous people and prosperous nations. Indeed, the 
prosperity of western civilization has greatly increased the health of its citizens, but the unfortunate 
exponential growth in consumption is detracting from the gains we have made. Unchecked 
consumerism detracts from health in many ways including over-eating and other destructive 
consumption habits, induced passivity and polluted urban environments.  

In order to become truly prosperous, we have to start investing in health on a one in a billion basis. 
This can be financial investments such as paying a little extra for healthy, ecological food products or 
getting yourself that dream mountain bike you've always wanted, or time investments by reading up 
on the subject of natural health and well-being, participating in sports or simply going for a walk 
every day. None of these things are difficult, but all of them fly in the face of our collective mindset 
of growth in consumption before prosperity. This mindset really has to change. 

The second constituent of prosperity is security. Security implies that you do not need to worry about 
the future, leaving you free to enjoy life fully in the present. Unfortunately, our focus on growth in 
consumption has robbed us of many kinds of security. For most people, financial security is foremost 
on this list, but we have seen already that the average person has humungous debt and very little 
savings. When considering how easily this form of security can be gained, however, our widespread 
financial insecurity becomes truly laughable. The complete secret to lifelong financial security is full 
10 words long: spend less than you earn and save/invest the difference. Grasping this concept 
requires about the same intellectual capacity as establishing that 1+1=2, but our mindless growth in 
consumption makes us forget the "spend less" part time and time again.  

There are many other forms of insecurity created by our rapid growth in consumption: The large 
inequalities and highly commercialized materialism within our society threaten personal security 
through crime, our unwillingness to add more value than that which is suggested by our paycheques 
robs us of priceless job security, and last but not least, our focus on growth in consumption has 
created the entire plethora of crises described in the first part of this work which literally threatens 
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everything we have. The solutions to each of these security drains are blindingly obvious, but once 
again our collective mindset of unthinking consumerism renders these options all but invisible. 

Finally, we come to the constituent of purpose. An incredibly sad fact of our modern society is that 
"having" has become the primary purpose of many people. Thus, you pursue your "life purpose" by 
collecting and consuming more and more stuff. This is just tragic, not only because your primary 
purpose in life leads directly to the destruction of the home of countless future generations, but also 
because it robs you of the very thing that makes you human: your creativity.  

Consumption is not creative – quite the opposite actually. The word "consume" should tip you off to 
this fact. Indeed, a person who gravitates more towards consumption than creation (who likes value 
consumption more than value creation) can never be truly prosperous. And it is only when a person 
has a true creative purpose in life that creation becomes as natural as breathing. It takes some deep 
introspection, some brave steps and often some material sacrifices to earn the right to pursue your 
true creative purpose, but if you really think about it, you cannot be truly prosperous without it. 
Dragging yourself to work every day because you have to sustain your consumption habits certainly 
does not qualify as prosperity. Nope, prosperity is going to work every day to live out your creative 
purpose, adding lots of value to the lives of others and having a blast doing it.    

So, there you are. Just imagine you are in perfect health, secure in every single way and pursuing 
your true creative purpose every single day. Now is that prosperity or what? As clearly shown in the 
preceding paragraphs, negative growth in consumption leads very directly to positive growth in 
prosperity. When nations truly pursue prosperity as defined here (GDP is a very poor indicator of true 
prosperity), they will raise their HPI. And the HPI of the earth has to skyrocket if we are to live happily 
ever after.  

How about giving your loved-ones this understanding as a gift? In essence you will be giving them the 
key to true prosperity. You have to admit; a greater gift can hardly be given.  

5.3 Your limiting resource 
This next little mindset-tweak fits very nicely with the previous two. And yes, it is just another 
argument against over-consumption. Get used to these. There are a lot more coming. 

What I mean by "limiting resource" is that single resource that is limiting your happiness and/or 
productivity. In other words; if only you had some more of this resource, you would be happier 
and/or more productive. If you ask the general population what they think their limiting resource is 
you will probably get a pretty unanimous answer: money. But this is not necessarily true. There are a 
number of other candidates such as time, physical and emotional energy, knowledge and skill, 
contacts, and general planetary resources that can be more limiting than money. To keep things 
short we'll focus primarily on time here.  

Let's look at a quick example: Just think over your entire arsenal of electronic gadgets for a moment. 
Now imagine that you are thinking about buying another gadget, but have not yet got enough money 
to do so. You might therefore logically conclude that money is your limiting resource and that, if you 
had more money, you could simply buy this gadget and instantly become happier and/or more 
productive. 
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But let's also evaluate time as a possible limiting resource. How many of the gadgets that you 
currently own do you use every day? How many of them have you learnt to use optimally? Sure, if 
you have learnt to get the most out of all your gadgets and use all of them regularly to improve your 
life, you may have the time to learn and effectively use another gadget. In this case money may very 
well be your limiting resource and getting this new gadget can contribute positively to your life. If, on 
the other hand, you do not even have the chance to regularly utilise the gadgets that you already 
own and have never found the time to learn to operate them all optimally, your limiting resource is 
not money, but actually time. If you end up spending a lot of money on this new gadget, you may 
very well find that you simply don't have the time to get some real value out of it or that this new 
gadget is now making you forget some other gadgets which you have only had for a few months. 

If we all had unlimited time, we would have the chance to really tap all of the value out of every 
consumable that we buy, simply because we would have the time to properly use each and every 
consumable we own on a regular basis to better our lives. However, most of us have an entire heap 
of superfluous stuff that we almost never use and have never taken the time to learn to use properly. 
Why? Well, simply because every day has only 24 hours, most of which have to be used for stuff like 
sleeping, working, driving, eating and, of course, watching our standard five or six hours of TV. If you 
take away the eight hours for sleeping, eight hours for working, one hour for driving, one hour for 
eating and five hours for TV, you have a full one hour left to get some value out of the hundreds of 
little things that you have lying around your house – all of those electronic gadgets, those miracle 
kitchen appliances, that exercise equipment and those instructional DVD's, that sports gear, that gym 
membership, those musical instruments, those miscellaneous hobby items, that pool and ping-pong 
table and even your loving, but neglected pets. Oh, and then you should also make some time for 
family and friends of course. 

In general, it is safe to say that money is almost never the true limiting resource of the billion. The 
very weak correlation between money and happiness discussed previously confirms this notion. Time 
(and various other factors) very often places much stronger restrictions on your happiness and 
productivity than money. Remember that just buying something will not make you happier or more 
productive – you have to actually use this specific thing (and use it well) in order to see any gains.  

If you want increased happiness and/or productivity, you are well advised to objectively and honestly 
evaluate what is actually your limiting resource. If you really think about it in this way, you may very 
well find that simplifying your life (having less stuff that you have to master, use regularly, maintain 
and fix or replace when it breaks) is actually the strategy that will bring you more happiness and 
productivity by reducing clutter and overwhelm. You might realize that your physical energy is 
holding you back and resolve to improve your health and fitness to address this limitation. Perhaps a 
present lack of knowledge or skill is limiting your progress and this limitation can be removed by a 
few months of focussed study. It might even be that you need to spend some more time and money 
on other people in order to tap into higher levels of emotional energy and build up some really solid 
contacts.  

The truth is that the billion already use in the order of 10 times more resources per capita than the 
rest of the population. If we forget about the planetary damages we are causing just for a moment, 
our massive over-consumption could perhaps be justified if there was evidence that this over-
consumption made us ten times happier and more productive. But does it?  
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Nope.  

Five times perhaps?  

No, wrong again.  

Come on, we have to be at least twice as happy and productive.  

Wrong again; we are neither. According to the Happy Planet Index report, there are more non-OECD 
countries getting high happiness scores than OECD countries, implying that countries which have just 
enough money are just as happy as countries that have a huge excess. Sure, poverty stricken 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are not very happy, but Latin-American countries with just enough 
resources are every bit as happy as the USA and Europe.  

Also, the high debt levels, low growth rates and embarrassingly small investments in the green 
economy shown by OECD countries in comparison to non-OECD countries also suggests that our 
massive excess wealth is not exactly making us more productive either. Non-OECD countries are 
creating massive excess value in order to fuel their double digit growth rates (which is not good for 
the planet, but a good indication of their very high per capita productivity), while OECD countries are 
stagnating and struggling to just maintain the status quo. In reality therefore, many developing 
nations are wiping the floor with developed nations when it comes to productivity.  

The billion will do well to come to the much belated realization that more money and, per extension, 
more of the stuff that money can buy will not increase happiness and productivity now that money is 
no longer our limiting resource. Your most fundamental limiting resource is time and it is highly 
recommended that you shift your mindset and start purposefully shaping your life within this 
limitation. You can get more time by looking after your health, getting organized and removing 
clutter, and getting rid of huge time-sucking black holes like the TV. You can get more out of your 
time by staying in good shape, building your skillset, fostering your relationships and setting up 
simple, but effective working environments.  

One thing is sure: perpetually buying more and more stuff is not going to bring you any more 
happiness or productivity. Instead, it will bring clutter and financial problems and, just as an added 
bonus, kill our planet.   

5.4 Sustainability is cool 
When you ask people what they perceive as cool, you'll get many different answers, but 
unfortunately, many of these answers will be tightly linked to consumption. Indeed, one of the 
primary reasons why we consume so much is simply because it is perceived to be cool. Celebrities do 
it, your friends do it, and the omniscient world of advertising shouts at you 24/7 to do it.  

Humans, young and old, have a burning desire to fit in, to be cool. From this premise, it is clear to see 
the magnitude of the problem created by our almost universal acceptance that unchecked, totally 
superfluous consumption is cool. Just check out any modern music video for a graphic illustration of 
this point. 

Changing this mindset is absolutely crucial to saving the planet. We as a society truly have to make a 
180, claiming sustainability to be the coolest thing on this entire planet. People building zero energy 
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houses, driving little electric cars and buying ecological foods have to be recognised as the heroes of 
our society. In contrast, people who drive massive SUVs in the urban jungle, throw ridiculously large 
parties and cruise around in their private jets just for the fun of it must be seen as the mindless 
earth-killers that they really are. 

I guess you can quickly see where the problem comes in. Large and expensive cars are still a sign of 
status, massive exotic parties get you in the headlines for all the right reasons and owning a private 
jet is a clear sign that you have risen to the top of the crop. Unchecked consumerism is flashy, 
entertaining and pleasant on the eye and therefore easily draws attention. Sustainability, on the 
other hand, is much more down to earth and low profile and therefore much harder to market 
effectively. 

Creating this crucial mindset shift will therefore be a big challenge to say the least. But still; it is far 
from impossible. After all, human beings are nothing but sheep with 100 billion brain cells each. As 
stated before, all that is needed is for a few million brave sheep to start running in a new direction. 
These brave pioneer sheep are faced with a challenge though; they will simply not be able to bleat as 
loudly as their predecessors who led the flock straight towards the sheer precipice of consumerism. 

These brave sheep should not be discouraged, however. Signs of sustainability becoming the new 
denim jeans are already visible. It is already successfully applied as a marketing tool in isolated cases 
and many people now at least have a rudimentary understanding of what is implied by sustainability. 
If a significant portion of the billion can adopt this mindset, the idiot driving around town in his 4x4 
will soon find himself being laughed at for just how stupid an act this really is. 

Spread this mindset through your words and, most importantly, through your actions. Conversations 
about sustainability and consumerism and the implications of these two diverging philosophies are 
truly fascinating and can keep you and some good friends going deep into the night. Sustainable 
living is healthy, financially rewarding and simply the right thing to do. There really is simply no good 
reason not to do the right thing.  

So, be one of the new cool kids who will help save the planet. Truly, living a sustainable life as one of 
the billion is the single coolest thing that you can possibly do. 

5.5 You have the power 
A common misconception among the billion is that we are powerless to make the large-scale 
changes that are needed to save our planet and preserve our affluent society for future generations. 
We kid ourselves into thinking that we can do nothing but wait for our politicians to pass the correct 
laws and our scientists to invent the required technology. Very few of us are politicians and scientists 
and we are very quick to use this fact as an excuse to shake off any implied responsibility. 

However, as you will soon see, every individual within the billion has tremendous potential to reduce 
both her ecological and carbon footprints by implementing some simple and beneficial lifestyle 
changes. Sure, you cannot force others to curb their wasteful consumption by passing some 
imaginative laws like politicians can, but you can control yourself and you can influence your closest 
friends, who can influence their friends, who can influence their friends and so forth.  

But I'm sure that you know this already. The thing you might not have directly thought about just yet, 
however, is that both politicians and scientists work for you. Within a democratic society, politicians 
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have to do what the majority of people want. If they do not do this, they'll be voted out at the next 
election. In short, politicians are hired by us to take our hard earned tax money and use it to build 
the environment that the majority of us would like to see. Sometimes they screw up quite badly and 
other times they blatantly steal our money, but in general they mostly try their honest best to 
achieve this purpose. For if they do not, we will simply fire them and appoint others in their place. 

Therefore, the one and only reason why politicians have not yet used their considerable legislative 
powers to really tackle the multiple crises hurtling in our direction is because the majority of us do 
not want them to do so. The majority of us want to continue blindly consuming, childishly believing 
that we will someday find that ever elusive pot of happiness at the end of the consumption rainbow. 
We have to drop this childish attitude, simply because our politicians are powerless to address these 
challenges before we as the billion make it clear that we want to move away from consumerism and 
towards sustainability. 

The same goes for scientists. Scientific research is conducted into areas that interest the billion. A 
researcher can only get funding if he can demonstrate that the work he proposes to do will be in the 
interest of the billion. There is a lot of politics involved in the acquisition of research funding, but, as 
stated before, the politicians who decide the fate of this funding are speaking for us. 

It is undeniably true that politicians and scientists have tremendous power to lead our society into a 
sustainable future, but it is only us, the billion, who can unleash this power. If we do not let our 
politicians know very clearly that we are willing to stop all wasteful expenditure on ourselves and 
start funding our scientists to build for us a sustainable future, this power will forever lie dormant. 

So please; recognise the power that you hold in your hands. Use this power to wisely adjust your 
consumption patterns and influence your friends to do the same. And remember; we have a massive 
moral obligation towards the poor and countless future generations to do this. Really, when 
considering the power for good that lies in your hands, continued passive inaction is wrong on almost 
every level. 

5.6 Crunch some numbers 
A very effective way to shift your mindset is to calculate your ecological and carbon footprints. This 
can easily be done in only a few minutes using online calculators. The best carbon footprint 
calculator can be found here: http://www.carbonfootprint.com/calculator.aspx and a good ecological 
footprint calculator here: http://footprint.wwf.org.uk/. It is quite a shock when the results come back 
and show that you have a carbon footprint 10 times larger than that which is sustainable and are 
living like we had 5 planets... 

Many of these calculators also offer handy little tips on how to reduce and offset your footprint. 
Spend some time looking through them and encourage your friends to do the same. One of the most 
crucial mindset shifts that have to happen within the billion is to get out of denial and away from our 
kindergarten-like ignorance. Taking these tests of your current objective reality can be a much 
needed bucket of cold water in the face.  

It is also very important to calculate your income under retirement. Online calculators specific to 
every developed nation are available for this purpose. Google it. Be very realistic about your 
performance in saving money for a secure future. If you screw this up, you will not get a second 

http://www.carbonfootprint.com/calculator.aspx
http://footprint.wwf.org.uk/
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chance and end up living out your last years in distinctly non-ideal circumstances as a complete 
liability to your family, you country and your planet. This is not cool. Don't let it happen.  

5.7 Understand 
This rather extensive final section will aim to complete the mindset needed to make the necessary 
changes. I think that many people have this vague feeling that society is not moving in the right 
direction and things really need to change, but putting your finger on exactly what is wrong is often 
very difficult. The problems therefore remain very abstract and, because it is very difficult to imagine 
the real consequences of such abstract problems, nothing is ever done about the situation. The aim 
of this section is therefore to make these issues as real as possible and to prove beyond a shadow of 
a doubt that our systems are deeply dysfunctional and unsustainable (and that there are some good 
reasons for them being so). 

The discussion of the five global crises and the connections between them should already have given 
you a pretty thorough understanding of the problems we are dealing with, but there are still some 
gaps in our understanding which need to be filled. The importance of this understanding cannot be 
over-emphasized. Indeed, I would venture to say that widespread comprehension of this situation is 
the key to successfully navigating the 21st century.   

Even though our fossil-fuelled debt-based growth-dependent consumer society has only been in full 
swing for half a century or so, we are already totally used to this way of living. When put in 
perspective, however, these few short decades of binging are just a blink of an eye on our long 
historical timeline and will therefore be recorded as nothing but a brief cultural experiment when 
planetary boundaries finally crash our party. The only problem is that the scale of this experiment is 
sufficiently vast to have some very serious ramifications when it eventually goes wrong. Like all other 
experiments, the results will be recorded in history so that future generations can learn from this 
experience and use this knowledge to design better future experiments, but one has to wonder 
whether they will still have a functional planet on which to do so.  

The remainder of this section will consist of three parts: a brief look at how society functions, a 
discussion of the things that are wrong with our current model and a nice and crisp summary of the 
ten greatest fallacies in thinking plaguing our modern society. 

5.7.1 Life in an exchange economy 
You will probably agree that we live in an exchange economy where you exchange large quantities of 
the specific good or service that you have trained yourself to produce very efficiently for much 
smaller quantities of a wide range of goods and services which are very efficiently produced by other 
people. This is all good and fair; you create significant quantities of value and then exchange this 
value in a free market for the value produced by others. 

It is absolutely crucial that this system of value exchange is well understood, primarily to drill home 
the concept that, in order for a society to prosper, the majority of people have to create much more 
value than they consume (a fundamental principle which the developed world seems to have 
forgotten). There are many different ways in which we can create value in our modern exchange 
economy. Let's take a look at the most important ones.  
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5.7.1.1 Essentials 
We'll start with the things that we really need to survive every single day; the things that, if any of 
them were to be removed, would cause our society to collapse almost instantaneously. These 
essential commodities include consumables such as food, water and electricity, services such as 
health, law and education, and capital such as housing, energy infrastructure and vehicles. 

An important further distinction needs to be made between the people adding value in these 
sectors. Some people, like farmers, teachers and engineers, create value directly, thereby essentially 
making society richer through their actions. The farmer produces food that wasn't there before, the 
teacher greatly increases the value of the human capital in a society, and the engineer creates the 
physical capital needed to optimally run our society. 

On the other hand, people like policemen, firefighters and doctors can be seen as preservers of value 
instead of creators of value. Their job is to protect the value (physical and human capital) that has 
already been created. They therefore do not create any value through their actions, but merely 
prevent or minimise the destruction of the value that has already been created. This does not mean 
to say that these groups are any less important than those who directly create value, but, since our 
society so desperately needs massive amounts of excess value creation, it is important to note that 
people working in this sector cannot contribute directly to this end. 

5.7.1.2 Efficiency enhancers 
The next category comprises a very large section of our economy. These are also people who add no 
direct value to society, but rather direct their efforts to manage and distribute the value already 
created in order to facilitate more efficient value creation in the future. Examples of people working 
in this category include retailers, salesmen, advertisers, accountants, managers and politicians. None 
of these people create any real value such as the food produced by the farmer or the power plant 
designed by the engineer, but rather serves to support these value creators, allowing them to create 
value more efficiently. 

It is important to note how large a portion of our modern economy is comprised of people working in 
this sector. For example, only the three largest categories in the US labour market; "office and 
administrative support", "sales and related" and "food preparation and serving related", accounted 
for 36.5% of the entire workforce in 2005. As said before, these people create no direct value, but as 
long as their actions enhance the creation of further value, they are making a very important 
contribution to society.  

However, the reality is that this very large number of people cannot contribute directly to our urgent 
need for massive excess value creation. Efficiency enhancers are very good at facilitating growth 
(ever increasing amounts of consumption), but are unable to directly improve prosperity (improving 
the quality and sustainability of the goods available for consumption). It is therefore clear that our 
distribution of labour will have to change significantly if we are to have any chance of creating the 
massive excess value needed to totally transform our world in the 21st century. Just Google some key 
phrases like "global engineer shortage" for an illustration of the severity of this problem.  

5.7.1.3 Entertainers 
This sector comprises of people like professional musicians, actors and athletes; those who add value 
by entertaining society. These are the luxury jobs in our society because they do not create any 
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essential value or even assist in the creation of essential value. They are there for one purpose and 
one purpose only: making society happy. This is a very important job considering that happiness 
really is our primary goal in life, but it is important to note that no value is directly created by this 
group either.  

Nonetheless, entertainers represent a large section of our society. The USA has about 4 times more 
people involved in professional sports, moviemaking, television and art than it has in farming, fishing 
and forestry.  

5.7.1.4 Non-creators 
These are people who do not contribute to society in any way. Included in this group are children, 
pensioners, the unemployed and those with serious handicaps. People falling in this category 
consume value, but do not create anything in return. In many cases this is through no fault of their 
own, but the reality is that these people are guaranteed to consume more value than they create; 
something that does not work very well in an exchange economy.  

The USA has 44 million pensioners and more than 50 million people receiving some form of 
government welfare. Together these two groups account for close to 30% of the entire population. 
Those under the age of 18 account for another quarter of the population. In total, significantly more 
than half of the population add no value to society whatsoever and this number is set to increase 
significantly as the baby-boomer generation starts retiring.   

Due to the sheer magnitude of this group, the average worker in the world's largest economy not 
only has to provide for her own consumption, but also for that of more than one additional person, 
thereby leaving no surplus value that can be used for reshaping our civilization. It is therefore 
essential that the size of this group be significantly reduced before we run out of cheap fossil fuel 
slave labour and start facing serious resistance from planetary boundaries. To put it bluntly; we 
simply cannot afford to keep dragging along these massive quantities of dead wood in the 
monumental task that lies ahead. We need everyone to contribute.  

5.7.1.5 Market speculators 
Yet another very important group which adds no direct value to the economy is the market 
speculators. This collection of bankers and brokers specialize in moving money around from one 
sector to another, thereby dictating which sector gets the funding necessary for expansion. In 
principle, they have the power to do a lot of good by moving money into sectors which can ensure a 
sustainable future for planet Earth (the green economy for example). Unfortunately, however, 
market speculators are in it only for themselves and tend to move money into areas that feed our 
consumerism and thereby create large unsustainable growth spurts which they can ride on the way 
up and abandon on the way down.  

Market speculators use a lot of complex financial tricks to lever up their potential profits. A simple 
example is that of buying real estate. If cheap loans are easily available and prices are going up, a 
market speculator can buy lots of homes with only a relatively small amount of real capital, wait for 
these homes to grow in value and sell them all to make a truly enormous profit.  

The utterly humungous leverage that market speculators have built up over the years is best 
expressed in the quantity of derivatives (a financial instrument which derives value from a certain 
underlying asset) available out there. Currently, the value of total global derivatives (a staggering 
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1500 trillion dollars) is about 24 times the value of the actual real things (63 trillion dollars in global 
GDP) that they derive their value from. The market speculators have therefore created tons of 
fictional money, promises and claims on real resources that they can leverage to greatly amplify their 
gains (or losses). And yes, the really fun thing about being a market speculator is that the 
government tends to bail you out if you have overplayed your hand and lost a lot of money.    

Because of the incredible financial leverage held by this group, they can do some serious damage by 
moving massive amounts of funds into the wrong sectors. As an example, the 2008 financial crisis can 
be primarily blamed on this group of "workers". As a result of their financing of the housing craze, a 
massive malinvestment was made in real estate and real estate development. As a result, 19 million 
American houses stand empty today. At current prices of $220000 per house, this implies a 
malinvestment of over 4 trillion dollars in actual houses in America alone (not counting similar 
bubbles all over the world or the rest of the real estate market). Just to get some perspective, the 4 
trillion dollars' worth of abandoned American homes alone is 5 times greater than the total global 
investment in renewable energy. Wow… 

5.7.1.6 Creation preventers 
This category is normally filled by elements from the "efficiency enhancers" category which have 
become so complex and wrought with bureaucracy that their actions actually impede the creation of 
value instead of enhancing it. A very important example that we will look at a little later on is that of 
modern big governments who invest much of their efforts interfering in the free market and reducing 
the efficiency with which value is produced.  

It is important to note that this category is even worse than the non-creators category. Creation 
preventers still consume value, but instead of giving nothing in return, they actually impede the 
creation of future value. This is bad in every way and, unfortunately, most skilled workers (those 
capable of directly creating the massive excess value society needs) will agree that our overly 
complex modern society is getting more and more of this every single day – a very dangerous trend 
indeed.   

5.7.1.7 Value destroyers 
This is the lowest level on our scale: people who, through their actions, destroy value instead of 
creating it. Groups in this category include criminals and the military. Although I am definitely not 
saying that military personnel and criminals are the same thing, the basic premise remains that both 
these groups often end up using their efforts to destroy value that has already been created. This is 
just about as bad as it gets.  

5.7.1.8 How it all fits together 
OK, let's now spend a page or two to build a simple example society in order to illustrate how these 
groups interact and affect the economy. Just for the purpose of this exercise, we will assume that our 
ideal society uses pure gold as a medium of exchange (money) and that new gold is only mined in 
proportion to the increase in population. In other words; the total amount of gold per citizen stays 
fixed through time.  

At the beginning of time, everyone in our ideal economy works as value creators in the "essentials" 
category. They use primitive production methods to get food and water and build shelter and trade 
these three commodities among each other using the fixed amount of gold that they have. At this 
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early stage in the economy, a single loaf of bread costs 1 ounce of gold (around $1700 at present). 
This sounds crazy, but remember that bread really is the only thing that these poor people can 
actually buy with their fixed amount of gold. Prices always reflect the relationship between the 
amount of money and the amount of goods and services in the system. If the amount of money is 
fixed and there are very few goods and services in the system, prices will naturally be high.  

Let's now say that some innovative farmer convinces some of his friends to support him for a few 
weeks while he works on building the first primitive plough. After this period of highly virtuous 
under-consumption, the society now has this wonderful new device capable of doubling the grain 
harvest. Therefore, only half of the people that were producing grain are now needed to provide for 
the needs of society, freeing up the other half to pursue alternative occupations.  

These people now choose to become healers and law enforcers, protecting the value already created 
by this society. Due to their noble efforts, the society now produces value much more efficiently, 
freeing up even more time for all workers. The new healers and law enforcers also have to be paid 
for their services, but this is no problem because the price of bread has now fallen to only half an 
ounce of gold (because the farmers have improved their production methods and can now churn out 
twice as much bread for the same effort), granting everyone some leftover gold with which to pay for 
these additional services.   

Not long after that, the society gets its first efficiency enhancers: shopkeepers. These people spend 
all of their time collecting the produce from the farmers at a central location and distributing it to the 
public. The shopkeeper does not create any real value, but allows the farmers to use much less time 
selling their wares and much more time doing what they do best: farming. The resulting increase in 
productivity means that the price of bread falls to only a quarter of an ounce of gold and everyone 
has some extra gold with which to pay the shopkeeper for his valuable service.  

More efficiency enhancing innovations follow and this wonderful system of specialization of labour 
ultimately makes the society is so efficient that the bread price drops to one tenth of an ounce – a 
full ten times less than it was initially. Because there is not much else to buy, people now only have 
to work for a three or four hours a day in order to meet their basic needs. As the farmers shorten 
their working days, their production declines and the price of bread returns to a quarter of an ounce 
of gold, but this is OK since everyone can now meet their basic needs with only three hours of labour 
per day. Initially everyone is happy, but it is not long before people realize that they don't have the 
faintest idea what to do with all of their free time.  

Finally, a visionary entrepreneur realizes that he can take advantage of this widespread boredom and 
proceeds to build a primitive version of Hollywood. He writes funny stories and hires actors to play 
out these stories on stage. People love this and immediately start paying him and his actors lots of 
gold. In order to earn this extra gold, however, people now have to work longer hours again. The 
natural result is that everyone eventually returns to 8 hour working days, enhancing their daily 
production and reducing prices accordingly. It is not long before the price of bread is back at one 
tenth of an ounce of gold and people have more than enough surplus to pay the actors. The 
introduction of entertainers therefore forced everyone to work longer hours, but gave them a fun 
way in which to spend their free time.  
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At this stage, our idyllic little society has everything it needs. Everyone contributes in some way, be it 
to produce basic value, to preserve basic value, to increase the efficiency of production of basic value 
or to entertain those producing and preserving the basic value. The large increases in production and 
distribution efficiency has caused the price of basic consumables like bread to plummet, allowing the 
society to spend ever increasing percentages of its fixed sum of gold on other things such as medical 
services and entertainment.  

This society is happy. It has everything a primitive human being can ever want. But, as we all know, 
there are rarely any happy endings out there in the real world.  

5.7.2 Things go wrong 
Basically, our example society can veer of track in three different ways: unfair exchanges, over-
consumption and flawed monetary policy. Let's take a look at these three evils.  

5.7.2.1 Unfair exchanges 
Problems begin to arise when we deviate from the fair exchange of value. Let's say that the primitive 
government of our example society introduce the first social security program, promising to support 
people who cannot find a job. It is not long before people realize that they do not need to work 
anymore and a full quarter of the population wastes no time in registering for these new welfare 
benefits, faking all manner of ailments and spinning the most amazing stories as to why they cannot 
support themselves.  

These loafers now get their money, but the problem is that the money they get has to be paid in the 
form of taxes by the still productive members of society. Because of these higher taxes, the 
productive members of society now have a smaller amount of money to spend on other things and 
have to cut back on non-essential spending like the newly developed entertainment business. In 
addition, the number of people now producing essential goods has declined because many of them 
have taken welfare benefits, thereby creating a lack of basic stuff like bread. Since bread is now 
scarce and everyone needs it to live, a large demand for bread originates and people are suddenly 
willing to pay more money for bread. The resulting bread price hike forces many entertainers back to 
farming because they cannot make a living anymore and farmers seem to be making good money 
because of the large demand for bread. 

In the end, the welfare-recipients received their free money, but only at the cost of society as a 
whole. Productive members of society now have to pay a larger percentage of their income in taxes 
and pay more for bread. The result is that the society is now back to where they were before they 
had any entertainers, the only difference being that they only worked half a day then, but now have 
to work a full day. It takes a while, but gradually more and more people realize that this happened 
because of the introduction of welfare and finally the people decide to vote out this system. The 
welfare-recipients are forced to go back to work, the tax burden is reduced, bread prices fall to 
acceptable levels again and the entertainers are back in business.  

By this time, the government has grown significantly in size and complexity. Various committees and 
sub-committees are established and the concept of bureaucracy is born. Lots of people are employed 
on taxpayer salaries to sit and argue in meetings about more regulations and government controls, 
drafting a wide range of forms and other types of red tape that must be understood and completed 
before any meaningful work can be done. In effect, taxpayers pay the salaries of these people and 
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only get rolls and rolls of red tape and oppressive government control in exchange. As a result, 
citizens have to pay more taxes, leaving fewer reserves for everything else, and their production is 
hampered both by excessive bureaucracy and by unnecessary government intervention into the free 
market. Decreases in production causes decreases in supply and increases in price. People therefore 
have less money with which to buy more expensive things and the standard of living starts dropping 
quite dramatically.     

Just to make things worse, news begins to spread that a neighbouring country is planning to invade. 
The people respond swiftly by forming a military and a quarter of the population is drafted into the 
army. The effect on society is exactly the same as in the case of the welfare recipients: taxes increase 
to sustain this army and bread prices increase because many farmers have now been converted to 
soldiers. Once again, our poor entertainers are forced to go back to farming and society has to work 
full days without any entertainment.  

Then the war breaks out. Many lives are lost and much infrastructure destroyed, but in the end our 
army of farmers and entertainers manages to defeat the invaders. Unfortunately, the war has lasting 
effects. Due to the destruction of infrastructure and the loss of trained farmers and bread-makers, 
the efficiency of bread production is further reduced, lowering the supply and raising the demand 
together with the price, thereby causing widespread hunger even though almost everyone has now 
been driven back to farming. As all wars, this one is inflationary by nature as prices everywhere rise 
rapidly and people can buy less and less with their fixed amount of money.  

Many hard years of rebuilding follow, but eventually the society manages to build itself up again and 
increase the efficiency of production, allowing many born entertainers to once again follow their 
hearts' desire. Actually, the people have now been very effectively conditioned to over-produce and 
under-consume, causing them to just keep on producing lots of excess value and continuously build 
up their society. Simultaneously, fossil fuels are discovered and people suddenly have excess to 
incredible amounts of cheap and reliable fossil fuel slave labour that can be used to easily increase 
production. A few short decades later, life becomes so easy that people can get everything they need 
to live a comfortable life together with lots of entertainment without having to work very hard at all. 
The price of bread has now fallen to a mere one hundredth of an ounce, leaving a very large chunk of 
money available for the wide range of non-essential goods and services that have emerged to fill this 
void. Life is better than it has ever been before and everyone is happy.  

5.7.2.2 Over-consumption 
During the resulting years of prosperity, the population increases both their numbers and their 
consumption exponentially. These are good years, but the new generation born into this age of 
affluence simply does not have the perspective of the older people who have lived through hard 
times. As a result, these young people soon accept over-consumption as the status quo. They begin 
to measure their material success against each other and manage to create a social norm where 
massive consumption is a sign of status. This simultaneous growth in numbers and per-capita 
consumption puts more and more pressure on the environment until several crucial tipping points 
are crossed and the ability of the land to produce food, energy, building materials and clean water is 
seriously impeded. As a result, the supply of these basic consumables shrinks significantly and prices 
begin rising once more.  
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By this time, significant inequality has also developed within the society and the poorer citizens are 
hit very hard by these rapidly rising prices. The resulting class conflict leads to further loss of life and 
destruction of infrastructure, leading to further price hikes. Once again, things are going downhill 
fast, but luckily for this fictional little story, our society consists of only a million or so people and it is 
not long before hundreds of thousands of them decide to simply pack up their things and move to a 
new and unspoilt land to begin anew. As a result, the population is very quickly sliced in half, the 
pressure on the environment is reduced and the society is allowed to rebuild once more.  

In a very wise move, the government decides to invest in sustainable agriculture, power and resource 
management and begins incentivising citizens to invest in the necessary infrastructure and skills. In a 
less wise move, they also decide that the fixed gold monetary system they were using is too 
restrictive and replace it with a paper currency which can be printed by a government controlled 
bank whenever the government says so.  

One very smart move and on very stupid move. Let's see how it turns out.  

5.7.2.3 The new fiat currency 
Before we begin, please note that, up to this stage in our story, prices have fallen quite dramatically. 
Due to massive efficiency gains, bread is now 100 times cheaper than it was before and people have 
a lot of excess money to buy other stuff. In our modern society, however, prices almost never go 
down. In fact, the price of basic consumables doubles ever 10-20 years. This is the simple result of 
our global acceptance of a fiat paper currency standard. True, our incomes also increase accordingly, 
but we will soon see that this system is fundamentally flawed in numerous ways.  

The new paper money system which does not require any gold backing changes the entire dynamic 
of our society. In effect, it gives the government the power to pay people immediately by simply 
printing money (under the gold system, they first had to collect this money through taxes). Naturally, 
the government wastes no time in starting to make use of this awesome new power and begins to 
pay specific contractors lots of freshly printed bank notes to build the new sustainable infrastructure. 
For a while everything goes well. The infrastructure gets built and many contractors get very rich in 
the process, but there is a catch: inflation has now become a permanent feature in the economy.  

It works like this. The contractors now have lots of newly created money and can use this money to 
buy a lot more stuff than they previously could. Because there are lots of these very rich contractors, 
this creates a big demand for many high-end non-essential products and services, driving prices up. 
This is not a problem for the rich contractors, but for all of the normal people who still earn their 
usual salaries, these rising prices soon become a big problem.  

In fact, what the citizens do not realize is that the further you are down the line from the newly 
created money, the worse it is for you. For example, the lucky contractors now have a lot of new 
money to buy luxury items like jewellery, raising the jewellery price and allowing jewellers to make 
more money. The jewellers now have more money to go to the newly established Broadway show, 
allowing the actors to raise their prices and make more money. These actors now have more money 
to spend on furnishing their homes, allowing interior decorators to raise their prices and make more 
money. So it goes on until the farmer finally gets to raise his prices as well. Unfortunately for him, it 
took quite a long time for this price inflation cascade to reach him and he had to watch prices of a 
wide range of other things rise while his income stayed the same for a long time, meaning that he 
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could not afford any new furniture, could hardly ever go and see his favourite Broadway show and 
definitely could not afford any new jewellery for his wife.  

In effect therefore, this inflation cascade has facilitated a totally unfair wealth transfer from those 
who are far from the newly printed money to those who are close to it. This writing so far may have 
created the false impression that money-printing instantly raises all prices at once, but this is simply 
not true. While it is true that the economy automatically adjusts prices so as to strike a balance 
between the amount of goods and services and the amount of money in the system, it does not do 
this in a fair and uniform way. In reality, the gradual inflation cascade described earlier transfers 
purchasing power from the middle class and the poor to the well-connected elite. And the real kicker 
is that the poor farmer is completely oblivious to the fact that he is being robbed blind by the well-
connected contractor getting his hands on the fresh money first. Like all good farmers, he just puts 
his head down and keeps on creating the most fundamental and essential value that can be created 
in any society: food.   

Looking on the bright side, however, the money printing has now created some much needed 
infrastructure which leads to a much more sustainable use of resources. This infrastructure was 
subsidized by the unsuspecting poor and middle class forcing them to under-consume, but they 
simply don't have a clue about this great scam so, as far as the government is concerned, everything 
is still OK. The farmers may have unwillingly paid for this new infrastructure by means of the secret 
inflationary transfer of purchasing power, but the infrastructure itself leads to much more 
sustainable and efficient production which is good for everyone. Thus, in effect, the losses of the 
farmer might be completely offset by the gains brought about by this new infrastructure, while the 
well-connected contractor wins all the way and truly cements his place among the elite. Everybody 
wins – some just more than others. And, of course, the very natural result is ever increasing levels of 
social inequality.    

But the story does not end there. Now that the government has seen the efficiency with which newly 
printed money can buy valuable infrastructure, they are more than happy to apply this magic 
formula towards financing their next military exploit. They can now finance invasions which would 
have been faced with massive resistance from the people if it had to be financed in the old way 
(increased taxation on all citizens). In other words, they can fight wars that they otherwise would not 
have fought.  

The newly printed money has the exact same effect: the well-connected contactors (now players in 
the military-industrial complex) get rich while poor and middle class citizens bear the brunt of the 
inflation cascade. There is one crucial difference though: this time, they are not subsidizing valuable 
infrastructure, they are subsidizing value destroying war. And as we saw before, wars make 
everything more expensive for everyone. So, while the well-connected individuals might still win due 
to their special position at the top of the inflation cascade, the poor farmer is now hit with a double 
whammy: the inflationary effect of war and the sharp end of the money-printing inflation cascade.   

Finally, the farmers become fed up and threaten to stop producing food if the government does not 
do something about these rapidly rising prices. The government now has to find a way of putting 
more money in the hands of these normal people and they dream up this wonderful system of 
fractional banking and artificially low interest rates. Fractional banking implies that banks only need 
to keep a small fraction of the total deposits in reserve (in case people actually want those deposits) 
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and can loan out the rest. This allows money to be loaned into existence as we have discussed earlier 
when a single $1000 deposit could be loaned out over and over again to magically grow to $10000.  

In order to encourage people to make use of this massive additional supply of fictional money, the 
government also decides to make the interest rate on loans very low. As we have discussed before, 
such artificially low interest rates represent a typical Keynesian government policy attempting to 
stimulate the economy.  

These two new policies allowing banks to loan out almost all of their reserves at ridiculously low 
interest rates suddenly put massive amounts of cheap loans at the disposal of the public who waste 
no time in making use of it. And yes, like most societies, the first thing that people want to buy with a 
big loan is a home. The result is that everyone suddenly has the purchasing power needed to buy a 
home causing the demand for houses (and therefore also the price of houses) to spike as never 
before.  

It is not long before this situation gives rise to a whole new class of "worker": the market speculator. 
As described earlier, these guys take out massive loans to buy lots of homes, hold on to these homes 
for a year or so while they rapidly rise in value due to the rapidly increasing demand and then sell 
them again for a much higher price, allowing them to pay off their loans and take a nice fat slice of 
money off the top. These people have therefore found a way to make money without even adding 
the tiniest little bit of value to the lives of others. In essence, they have found a way to totally corrupt 
our free and fair value exchange economy.  

But this value that they have now gained has to have come from somewhere. It always does. This 
time it comes from the people who misinterpreted the market and bought houses right at the price 
peak. This peak occurs when loans are given out irresponsibly and people start defaulting, suddenly 
dumping large numbers of homes back onto the market, causing a large over-supply of houses and 
rapidly deflating prices. People who have bought close to the peak now have a massive loan on a 
house that is rapidly shrinking in value, implying that, even if they manage to sell this rapidly 
deflating home, they will not be able to pay back their loan. In other words, these people have lost 
an enormous amount of value. 

In essence, the government succeeded in doing two very harmful things through this policy. Firstly, 
they created an artificial boom in the housing market, leading to lots of infrastructure (new houses) 
and labour market restructuring (massive increases in the number of building contractors, interior 
decorators and estate agents at the expense of all the other market sectors) which became totally 
obsolete almost instantly after the bubble burst. And secondly, they created a mechanism by which 
large amounts of value can be transferred from poor speculators to good speculators, causing lots of 
people to stop creating and start speculating.  

The artificial boom in the housing sector has therefore lured many people out of other, much more 
essential market sectors into a market sector doomed for failure, thereby badly misdirecting the 
efforts of these workers. As for the transfer of purchasing power from good to bad speculators, it 
should be acknowledged that good speculators are often people who do this professionally (i.e. make 
money without adding any value to the lives of others) and the bad speculators are normal folks who 
contribute to the economy by creating valuable goods or services. Therefore, the government has 
managed to encourage speculation (causing more and more people to stop adding value and start 
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speculating) and handicap producers of valuable goods and services (causing these goods and 
services to be less efficiently produced). Quite naturally, this great fallacy causes a significant drop in 
supply and an increase in the costs of living.  

Couple this burden on production of essential goods and services to that caused by the inflation 
cascade and a deep recession is the natural result. Once again people have to stop spending on all 
non-essentials and our poor entertainers are out of business once more.  

5.7.2.4 Back to square one 
So, after all of this time, all of this work and all of this progress, we are back where we started. By 
means of various forms of unfair exchange where value is consumed without any value being 
created, value is consumed only to prevent the production of further value, value is consumed for 
destroying value, value is unfairly transferred to those closest to the newly printed money and value 
is transferred from bad speculators to good peculators, the society has managed to encourage 
mediocrity and sub-standard production, encourage people to seek riches through speculation 
instead of production, handicap many of its most productive citizens and perpetuate value 
destroying conflict. The end result is quite naturally that the life of the average citizen fails to 
improve despite centuries of truly amazing technological advances.  

This really is a sad, sad situation. If we had simply kept our good old honest and fair exchange 
economy as it was before all of these unnatural, highly complex and totally unethical value transfer 
mechanisms came into existence, we most certainly would have been much further along by now. 
This is a very striking example of creation prevention: we have used countless years, consumed 
massive amounts of value and caused immeasurable damages to our planet only to develop systems 
that very effectively prevent the creation of further value. 

Man… How stupid is that? 

5.7.3 The ten great idiocies 
On the subject of stupidity, this final section will give a short summary of what I perceive to be the 
ten biggest idiocies running amok within our modern society. Most of these things have been 
touched upon in the preceding pages, but it should be worthwhile to whittle them down to a concise 
and explicit top-ten list so as to provide the needed perspective. Let's take a look.  

5.7.3.1 Consumerism 
The proud winner of our prize for ultimate idiocy is our modern culture of consumerism. All of the 
unequivocal facts that consumerism is killing our planet (much faster than over-population), ruining 
our health and personal finances, destroying our economy, creating massive social inequality and 
greatly increasing global complexity, all the while making us more stressed, depressed and self-
destructive, really make this single idea the most idiotic thing I have ever encountered in my entire 
life.  

In addition, the fact that we have successfully built consumerism into the very core of our society and 
that governments almost universally see ever increasing consumer spending as the primary 
indication of a healthy economy is truly mind-boggling. As a direct result of this complete idiocy, 
many people in the developed world are finding it increasingly difficult to make ends meet, having to 
work longer and harder than ever before. The reason for this is very simple: our rapidly increasing 
consumption has simply outstripped the technological advancements that allow us to produce more 
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efficiently. Additional barriers to production in the form of excessive complexity and bureaucracy, a 
lack of financial and intellectual capital, as well as rapidly converging planetary boundaries are also 
not helping.  

And then there is the notion that a person should be valued according to the material things he owns 
(on credit) instead of for who he is, what skills he has and how much he contributes to society. The 
widespread social acceptance of the notion of "keeping up with the Joneses" really is the most 
serious embarrassment on the track record of western society. This single idea has surely caused 
more environmental damages and ruined more lives than all of the wars in human history combined.   

One has to wonder; how on earth has mindless consumerism managed to gain universal acceptance 
considering the fact that it has a huge number of truly humungous disadvantages and absolutely zero 
advantages? Such widespread over-consumption would be idiotic even in a magical world with no 
planetary boundaries. In our real world, however, it is sheer madness. 

5.7.3.2 Treating the symptoms rather than the cause 
It has been common knowledge for generations that, if you continue to treat the symptoms of any 
disease while leaving the underlying cause intact, you will only waste a lot of resources, prolong the 
suffering and leave the underlying cause free to grow and metastasize further. Yet, true to its close 
second place finish in this race for total idiocy, our modern society wastes trillions of dollars yearly 
trying to treat the symptoms through which our multitude of global crises are slowly starting to show 
themselves while totally ignoring the cause. Let's look at some examples. 

To combat the environmental crisis, many groups energetically oppose the construction of new coal 
fired power-plants, the development of unconventional oil and grain-based biodiesel, ever increasing 
deforestation and the cruel practice of factory farming. But in reality, all of these things are nothing 
but natural symptoms stemming from the central root cause: consumerism. Had it not been for 
hundreds of millions of people mindlessly over-consuming on everything under the sun, none of 
these measures would be necessary in the first place. If people simply consumed less, we would 
immediately become a much smaller burden on the planet and automatically generate lots of excess 
value which can be invested in the absolutely vital mission of building ourselves a sustainable future. 
The fact is that hundreds of millions of people cannot continuously consume more than they create 
and just expect the trillions of dollars of research and infrastructure that we so desperately need to 
magically appear out of nowhere. Life simply does not work that way down here on planet Earth.    

To combat our economic crises, governments try to "stimulate" the economy through increased 
spending and lower interest rates in order to absorb labour and generate more revenue to address 
their ever-increasing budget deficits. In reality, however, these natural symptoms of a seriously ill 
economic system are caused by hundreds of millions of people continuously consuming more than 
they produce. If an entire populous has contracted the toxic mindset of constant over-consumption, 
there is nothing on this earth that can be done to close the deficit. This is simple first grade math: any 
number (income) minus a bigger number (expenses) equals a negative number (deficit). Before this 
root cause of individual over-consumption is addressed, any efforts to treat the symptoms will most 
likely only make the situation worse.  

To combat inequality, we try to address the symptoms through direct wealth transfer mechanisms 
like generous welfare, redistributive taxation, forced wage equality etc. However, this only makes the 



 

89 
 

poor more dependent and less productive and makes naturally productive people look after their 
well-earned wealth all the more diligently. The result is ever increasing inequality in earning power, 
financial savvy and total wealth (despite forced income equality) and a gradual decrease in the 
overall productive capacity of society. Today, we are stuck with an economy where the costs of living 
are actually increasing and the well-connected elite have found various mechanisms to use their 
accumulated wealth to manipulate further wealth out of the system. This consumerist economic 
system is the root cause and, until we address this fundamental problem, inequality is not going 
anywhere. And yes, continuous efforts to treat only the symptoms will only aggravate the problem.     

To combat the symptoms of the terrible epidemic of degenerative disease (heart disease, cancer, 
Alzheimer's etc.) that is terrorizing our affluent society, a myriad of drugs, life support systems and 
special care facilities have been developed. Unfortunately, however, almost no effort has gone in to 
treating the root cause: unhealthy consumption habits and a sedentary lifestyle. As we will see later 
on, virtually all degenerative disease is lifestyle-induced and a simple diet and exercise program can 
easily prevent 90% of this terrible pain and suffering. Until we address the root cause, we will keep 
on enduring 10 times more human suffering and 10 times greater financial burdens than we should.  

To combat our continuous absence of happiness even in this time of incredible material affluence 
and worldly comforts, we indulge in all manner of destructive short-term pleasures. But again, the 
absence of happiness and the frightening increase in stress and depression is nothing more than a 
symptom of the fundamental root cause: consumerism. Our consumerist culture keeps us running on 
our little hamster wheels trying to keep up with the Joneses while silently destroying all of those 
precious things so highly conducive to happiness: our physical and mental health, our real 
relationships and our overall satisfaction with our work and life. 

I guess you would have picked up by now that the root cause of every global crisis today comes down 
to one thing: consumerism. There is a lot of uncertainty in this world, but if there is one thing that is 
100% certain, it is this: The one and only way in which we can every hope to save our civilization and 
live happily ever after is by a global societal mindset shift away from unthinking consumerism and 
towards sustainable happiness. It really is that simple: increase our HPI or die.  

5.7.3.3 Total ignorance regarding planetary boundaries 
The vast majority of the human race still lives like our planet is infinite and will forever be able to 
provide for our exponentially increasing consumption and process our exponentially increasing 
quantities of waste. To be blatantly honest, this notion is just about as idiotic as the notion that the 
earth is flat.  

We laugh at foregone generations who so firmly believed in a flat earth, but, from their perspective, 
it was indeed flat. Similarly, today's world actually appears limitless from the perspective of an 
unthinking individual consumer. After all, there is just always food in the shop, water in the tap and 
electricity in the wall socket, no matter how much you consume. But just like we are laughing at the 
people who thought the earth was flat from their primitive perspective, future generations will laugh 
at us who thought that the earth was limitless from our primitive perspective.  

There is a big difference between these two fallacies though. The belief that the earth is flat only 
deterred people from sailing too far out to sea, while the belief that the earth is limitless will lead us 
to destroy the only place in the known universe capable of sustaining life.  
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We seriously need to get educated.    

5.7.3.4 Current monetary and economic policies 
Our next monumental idiocy is our inflationary monetary system and artificially low interest rates. 
Governments like inflation and low interest rates simply because it gets people spending (i.e. 
encourages unthinking consumerism: the biggest idiocy of them all). Inflation and low interest rates 
are kind to borrowers and encourage people to take out cheap loans and buy now before the price 
goes up too much. It therefore gets people to borrow and spend, raising GDP and making the 
government look good.  

But deliberate inflationary monetary policy is at the root of the entire economic fiasco we are 
witnessing today. Henry Hazlitt, a wise economist of whom we will hear a little more later on, 
describes inflation as such: "Like any other tax, inflation acts to determine the individual and 
business policies we are all forced to follow. It discourages all prudence and thrift. It encourages 
squandering, gambling, reckless waste of all kinds. It often makes it more profitable to speculate than 
to produce. It tears apart the whole fabric of stable economic relationships. Its inexcusable injustices 
drive men toward desperate remedies. It plants the seeds of fascism and communism. It leads men 
to demand totalitarian controls. It ends invariably in bitter disillusion and collapse." 

Wow… Quite a mouthful. But he is right, and his view is backed up by much real world evidence. But 
the thing that strikes me the most about this monetary policy is its terrible immorality. Firstly, it is 
directly to blame for our unthinking consumerism and all of its ill effects on society and our 
environment. Secondly, it represents an unfair tax on the poor and the middle class based on the 
inflation cascade discussed earlier. Thirdly, it is an unfair tax on future generations because the 
printing of money allows governments to continuously borrow from the future by taking on more 
and more debt. Fourthly, it allows people to get terribly rich through speculation and leveraging debt 
without having to add any value to the lives of others (actually subtracting enormously through 
massive malinvestments). And finally, it hurts the middle class and retirees because it gradually 
depreciates the purchasing power of zero-risk savings.  

In effect, the printing press allows governments to openly counterfeit money. The USA, because it 
owns the world reserve currency, is literally allowed to legally print gold, which it happily does to 
continuously allow its citizens to consume more than they produce. Governments generally do this 
through a process called "monetizing debt". This is where a country prints money to service its 
massive debts, allowing it to take on even more debt, borrow without approval (a.k.a. steal) even 
more money from future generations and indirectly tax the poor and the middle class through 
(under-reported) inflation.  

Our current monetary and economic systems with their well-disguised inflation taxation and low 
interest rate loans are essentially building the largest credit bubble in human history. Global debt is 
increasing much faster than global production and, when the world finally realizes there is just no 
way in which it can every pay back all of this debt and starts defaulting en masse, this bubble will 
burst with a force that will make the little pop of the 2008 housing bubble almost inaudible in 
comparison.  

Our short-sightedness has brought our society to a point where we will have to face some discomfort 
in order to successfully transition from this unsustainable and unethical system to one which is 
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sustainable and fair. We have a simple choice: face a little discomfort now or massive discomfort in a 
decade or two.  

5.7.3.5 Excessive debt 
The fact that we buy almost everything on credit is the fundamental reason why our economy has to 
grow in order to continue existing. Since everyone has to pay back not only their loans, but also 
interest on these loans, they have to produce more value than they consumed (which is then 
consumed by others). Everyone therefore has to keep on increasing their production in order to 
cover the interest on their loans, implying that our economy must grow exponentially until the end 
of time if we stick to this model. And that, of course, is physically impossible due to the existence of 
planetary boundaries.  

Literally the only way in which this economic model can work in the 21st century is if a very large 
portion of the population produces things that are not meant for consumption or, even better, is 
meant to reduce consumption. Renewable energy infrastructure and RD&D are very good examples 
of this kind of production, but unfortunately we have already seen that the world even spends more 
on diet products than on renewable energy infrastructure.  

But perhaps the most idiotic part of this idiocy is the fact that the majority of loans given out serve 
directly to increase consumption instead of production. If you are smart and take out a business loan 
to buy some infrastructure that will allow you to produce value more efficiently, you will have no 
problems paying back your loan with interest because the loan has increased your capacity to 
produce. Economically, this is good because it allows for sustainable economic growth (the impact on 
ecological sustainability will depend on the type of business though). As previously discussed, 
however, the 16 trillion dollars of American personal debt serve only to increase consumption 
through direct consumer loans and easy mortgages on excessively large homes (which lead directly 
to higher consumption). In order to pay back the loan, the borrower now has to increase his rate of 
production, but the loan has caused him to do the exact opposite: increase his rate of consumption. 
This situation is therefore both economically and ecologically unsustainable, continuously making it 
harder to pay the bills and continuously killing our planet.   

It also does not help that our debt is spiralling totally out of control. Global debt has increased from 
80 trillion to 210 trillion dollars in only 9 years (a 163% increase), while global GDP has only increased 
from 33 trillion to 63 trillion dollars (a 91% increase). In more meaningful terms, this means that the 
interest we have to pay on our debt increases at a rate of roughly 163% per decade, while our 
income only increases at a rate of only 91%. Obviously, we will very soon arrive at a situation where 
we simply cannot service our debts anymore. And yes, when that day comes, all manner of economic 
chaos will break loose.  

In closing, it is important to emphasize once more that debt in itself is not evil. In fact, it can be highly 
beneficial. The things that make it so idiotic within our society today are firstly the fact that it is 
spiralling totally out of control and secondly the fact that we are using our borrowed funds in ways 
that are both economically and ecologically unsustainable. And you have to admit; killing both our 
economy and our planet at once really is pretty dumb.  
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5.7.3.6 Total lack of personal responsibility 
A full 63.1% of Americans are overweight, while 26.5% are actually fully obese. Also, at 50.1% 
overweight, Europeans are trying their very best to catch up. It is truly amazing; living responsibly, 
looking after yourself and keeping your weight under control makes you the exception rather than 
the rule. The status quo is to be fat (with all of the massive health risks it entails) and the worst part 
is that everyone in society accepts that as a given. We really are a SAD (standard American diet) 
generation.  

Every sixth American dollar is spent on health related issues in a time where we can easily get every 
single nutrient our bodies need to maintain optimal health at the local supermarket. This is truly 
astounding considering the ease with which a normal, healthy individual can tailor her lifestyle so as 
to never ever get sick. I was a pretty sickly child, but thanks to some simple lifestyle changes I have 
not been sick for a single day in the past three years despite significant stress at work and regular 30 
minute bicycle trips back from sports practice in freezing cold and rain. Really; total health is quite 
easily attained. The necessary information and resources are all around us. If only we could be 
bothered to look…  

If possible, personal finances are even worse than personal health. As mentioned before, the average 
American family has about $4200 in savings, much of which belongs to the top 1% of the country. 
This is in a time when the average family spends only 12.4% of their income on (way too much) food. 
How is it even possible that the vast majority of people are one paycheck away from bankruptcy in 
this day and age when meeting your basic needs requires such a small portion of your income? 
Astounding… 

The degree to which society is in denial about these glaringly obvious realities is quite comical 
actually. People keep looking for genetic causes for their obesity and keep on blaming outside factors 
like capitalism for their financial woes. Even though genetics and body type does play a part in 
determining body weight and Wall Street and government have found ways to legally rob people 
blind, these effects account for no more than a few percent of our problems. The simple truth is that 
at least 90% of our obesity and financial problems come from the fact that we simply eat too much, 
spend too much and move too little.  

As we will discuss later on, the average American consumes about 50% more calories and gets a 
mere quarter of the exercise required for optimal health. Is it really any wonder that two thirds of 
them are overweight? We have also seen that the total debt per American is more than 100 times 
greater than their personal savings. Is it really any wonder that they are going broke as a nation? This 
is not rocket science, people; you become fat if more calories come in than go out and you become 
broke when more dollars go out than come in. Really, our degree of self-delusion with regards to 
these basic facts is comic, tragic and idiotic all at the same time.   

This total lack of personal responsibility really starts to show itself when people start getting older. A 
lifetime of poor personal lifestyle choices brings with it degenerative disease, making life miserable 
and transforming many older people into massive value sinks. And yes, very often a lifetime of 
financial irresponsibility makes these people totally dependent on our welfare systems in these final 
few painful years; something that is terribly degrading for the individual and a dead loss for society as 
a whole.  
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As we will discuss later on, degenerative diseases of all kinds are almost universally attributable to 
poor lifestyle choices. This has been irrefutably proven by various communities around the world 
where such diseases are virtually unknown and people remain physically fit, mentally alert and 
totally independent throughout a lifespan often crossing the 100 year mark, in some cases without 
ever visiting a doctor. Such healthy elders still contribute actively to society in their 80s and 90s. In 
fact, thanks to the amazing wisdom stemming from their vast life experience, their value to society 
only increases with time, earning them all of the respect and dignity that should rightfully come with 
advanced age.  

Financially speaking, the half a century or so before 2008 has literally been the easiest time in human 
history to become rich. Incredible fossil fuels were spilling out of the ground and our planet had 
virtually limitless capacities to supply our resources and absorb our wastes. Planet Earth has never 
and will never again experience a period so conducive to growth and prosperity. Really, living 
through this absolutely awesome period and coming out on the other side flat broke is actually quite 
an achievement.  

From the perspective provided by the two previous paragraphs, we can clearly see what a terrible 
impact this idiocy has had on our society. People who should have developed into wise, respected 
and wealthy elders making great contributions to society instead degenerate into senile, pitied and 
penniless souls suffering out their last years alone in some depressing institution at great costs to 
society as a whole.  

This really is just tragic.  

5.7.3.7 War 
Even if we could totally forget about the terrible pain and suffering and the tragic loss of life, war 
would still make this top-ten list. Basically, war uses funds that could have been used for addressing 
the massive challenges facing our world to create weapons, blow up valuable infrastructure and 
hamper production for many years to come. Our global economy simply cannot afford such an 
atrocious waste of resources, especially considering the sickly state it is in at the moment.  

As will be discussed later on in more detail, the Iraqi and Afghani wars that the USA has fought over 
the past decade has cost their economy around 5 trillion dollars – an amount 7 times greater than 
the total global investment in renewable energy.  

So, why did they blow this huge amount of money? Well, to fight the great war on terror, of course. 
Now don't get me wrong; l condemn terrorism in the strongest terms, but the fact is that cigarettes 
kill 2500 people for every person killed by a terrorist. In addition, smoking kills about 1 non-smoker 
for every 10 smokers it kills, implying that smokers are a 250 times greater threat to the general 
populous than terrorists. If you are a non-smoker and the threat from smokers was represented by 
the length of a cigarette, the threat from terrorists would be represented by the thickness of a hair.  

In any case, continued American aggression is an important reason for the very existence of 
terrorism. The continued American military presence in Iraq was one of the three motives given for 
the 9/11 attacks. Another was the 13 year long American trade embargo which is estimated to have 
resulted in 1 million Iraqi deaths.  
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The lesson to be learnt from this is that conflict breeds more conflict. The USA tried to force Iraq to 
withdraw from Kuwait, pay for reparations and disclose all weapons of mass destruction. In doing so, 
they killed 1 million Iraqis. In response, Al Qaeda launched the most terrible terrorist attack ever, 
killing 3000 Americans. And in response to that, the USA invaded Iraq, causing another million deaths 
and greatly destabilizing their own and the world economy. Who knows what will come next.  

This idiocy is therefore threefold: war destroys millions of lives, war destroys trillions of dollars in 
value and, most idiotic of all, war causes more war, causing even greater losses of life and value. This 
idiocy is terribly wrong on a moral level, but, in the face of the crises we face today, it is a real danger 
to the future of our civilization simply because it diverts massive amounts of funds from the vital 
investments needed to ensure a sustainable future. We simply cannot allow this to continue.   

5.7.3.8 Failure to invest 
An investment can be broadly defined as the act of giving up something now with the expectation of 
being rewarded with interest in the future. This is opposed to simple consumption where you give up 
something in order to gain some immediate and equivalent benefit. Obviously, due to the immediate 
rewards it promises, people find it much easier to consume than to invest, but this is quite self-
defeating because it is only through investment that we can improve the quality, quantity and 
sustainability of our consumables. Our society will simply not survive this century without making 
massive investments, especially now that the cheap fossil fuel party is drawing to a close and 
planetary boundaries are closing in.    

There are two main things that we can invest: time and money. The average person invests very 
limited amounts of either of these. Money investments are fairly obvious and we will not spend more 
time on this here. Time investments are even more important, however, and will therefore be 
discussed a little further. 

Education is the most direct example of a time investment. By getting an education, you invest many 
years of your life for no direct reward, but this investment ultimately results in tremendous increases 
in your earning power and your ability to add value to society. Unfortunately, most people think that 
education is over once you are done with school or university. This is a massive fallacy because, as all 
top performers know; school is never out for the professional.  

The most valuable members of society (those creating the largest amounts of value) are continuously 
investing large chunks of time to develop their skillset and increase their knowledge. Because of this 
single habit, they quickly break away from the pack simply because they gain the ability to add much 
more value in any given workday. These people are therefore capable of very quickly and efficiently 
turning the funds available for progress into infrastructure that can actually benefit society. Without 
them, all the investment funds in the world would be totally useless. Just think about it for a second: 
massive time investments are an absolute prerequisite for developing the human capital needed for 
utilizing financial investments.  

We will need many of these highly developed people in a significant number of vital market sectors if 
we are to successfully navigate the 21st century, but, unfortunately, there is a massive global 
shortage of all skilled workers (such as engineers and doctors) simply because people are unwilling to 
make the significant time investments required to enter into these professions.  
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In short, the almost universal resistance to the investment of time and money is a massive threat to 
the sustainable prosperity of our global civilization. If we do not drop this short-sighted idiocy and lift 
our game, we will have a very hard time in building a sustainable future for ourselves.  

5.7.3.9 Indifference regarding the poor 
The majority of the billion spends very little time thinking about the remaining 6 billion. And yes, in 
keeping with the theme of this list, this indifference is truly idiotic. Due to their vast numbers, the 
poor can have a very large impact on your life through the inequality crisis and you should do what 
you can to mitigate the damages. It is the right thing to do – morally and logically speaking.  

First and foremost is the fact that poor and uneducated people do not practice responsible family 
planning. The world population is set to increase from the 7 billion it is today to more than 10 billion 
within this century and literally all of this growth will be among the poor (the European population is 
actually predicted to shrink). As mentioned earlier, we are already consuming 50% more than the 
planet can sustainably provide. Our planet simply cannot give 10 billion people a life worth living, no 
matter how efficient our production methods become.  

The population in Africa is projected to grow from 1 billion today to 3.6 billion at the end of the 
century – a truly staggering increase. For obvious humanitarian, ecological and economic reasons, we 
simply cannot let this happen. What the vast majority of people don't know, however, is that a $50 
donation can give a poor African girl an entire year of the education she needs to build herself a 
dignified life and cause her to raise one or two educated children instead of seven or eight 
uneducated ones – an absolutely tremendous difference.  

In addition, our continued indifference to the plight of the poor causes an absolutely horrendous 
waste of human capital. Billions of hands that could be helping to accomplish the truly gigantic task 
of building ourselves a sustainable future are wasted due to under-development. We desperately 
need these hands and really should try harder to equip them with the necessary skills.  

Finally, the massive inequality in our society is one of the primary reasons for crime, especially if rich 
and poor are located in close proximity (like the slums around many large cities today). People are 
creatures of relativity and tend to judge their own position not in absolute terms, but relative to 
other people in their vicinity. Then I guess you can see the problems created by the stark contrast 
between the mansion in the suburbs and the shack in the slums just a few kilometres away.  

The financial costs of crime are truly horrendous. For example, studies show that every murder in the 
USA costs the country a whopping 17 million dollars. A study conducted in 1999 found that the total 
direct and indirect costs of all crime in the USA amounted to a staggering 1.7 trillion dollars. Wow… if 
adjusted for inflation this would now be about twice the humungous US budget deficit.   

In summary, therefore, ignoring the poor and ignoring inequality is just as idiotic as all of the other 
entries in this top-ten list. We really need to start caring, not only for the sake of the poor, but also 
for our own sakes.  

5.7.3.10 The supreme reign of TV 
The tenth and last idiocy is the massive role that TV plays in our lives. The average American spends a 
full third of his waking life in front of the TV (and probably a significant additional fraction watching 
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TV on the computer). The loss of this massive chunk of time is truly idiotic considering the fact that 
excessive TV destroys both production and health.  

If no TV existed, society would have a full 50% more waking time. How would you like to have 5-6 
extra hours each and every day? Well, it's easy: simply throw away your TV. In addition, researchers 
have found that watching too much TV is as dangerous as smoking or being overweight, and that the 
“ubiquitous sedentary behaviour” should be seen as a public health problem. Apparently every hour 
of TV watching shortens life by 22 minutes. Wow… this is just about as impressive as the 11 minutes 
lost per cigarette.  

The TV is also a primary channel through which two highly insidious corruptive influences are 
projected: consumerist advertising and political propaganda. The advertising bombardment through 
TV is truly astounding. By age 65, the average person would have seen 2 million advertisements. 
Advertising, per definition, tries to get us to buy stuff that we otherwise would not have bought. 
Therefore, even if we were to act on only 1 in every 1000 TV ads we see, it would still get us to buy 
2000 things that we simply do not need. TV therefore plays a massive role in driving our principle 
idiocy: consumerism.   

TV has also become a huge political tool. The party who controls the broadcasting firms truly has 
tremendous power to distort reality and influence the public through shameless and baseless 
propaganda. This highly immoral practice runs rampant throughout the world and, because it is 
mostly controlled by the well-connected elite benefitting from our current, truly idiotic political and 
economic systems, the picture projected to the public will obviously be greatly in favour of our 
current, totally unsustainable status quo.  

But OK, let's park this story here. I think that is enough idiocy for now. It is finally time to start looking 
at the practical solutions.    

6 The action plan 
So, I hope you are now highly motivated to save the world or, at the very least, so depressed that you 
will just lie in bed all day and cease virtually all consumption. I do tend to recommend the first option 
though, primarily because, as we shall soon see, the world can be saved in simple ways that have all 
kinds of handy perks for the individual doing the saving. Indeed, this work will show that simple 
lifestyle changes taken one step at a time can not only save the world, but also save money, increase 
health, balance and efficiency, reduce stress and clutter and, ultimately, achieve that ever elusive 
state called happiness.  

Please allow me to reiterate once again: survey after survey and study after study have shown that 
people in general are no happier (often actually unhappier) now that they are consuming 10, 100 or 
even 1000 times more value and planetary resources than the average person did a few generations 
ago. Thus, we are killing the planet and hundreds of the innocent species on it by pointless 
unsustainable consumption binging, selling our souls to the rat-race, setting our children and 
grandchildren up for a life of unimaginable hardship and flushing our health down the tubes for 
nothing but endless stress and unhappiness. This, to me at least, qualifies as utter insanity and is 
sufficient grounds in itself for writing a book. 
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But now back to positivity. This action plan will be organized in a very simple way. It will be broken up 
into small and manageable collections of practical steps that you as one in a billion can follow to help 
save the planet. Eventually, the final version of this work will quantify the possible effect of each and 
every action that you can take and measure it against the difficulties involved in taking this action. In 
this way, each action will be given a score so that you can easily identify which actions you can take 
to do the most good with the least amount of effort. This will help you to make the most efficient 
changes first so that you can quickly and effortlessly do your little bit to save the planet.  

Both the costs and the benefits will be quantified by a number between 0 and 100. The score for the 
costs will be broken down as follows: 

• The need for new habit formation (50 points) gives the biggest contribution to the cost score. 
This is simply due to the difficulty with which human beings change their habitual 
consumption patterns. Most of us have a pretty good idea of what we can do to help save 
the world, but our habits and our routines are too well engrained and we simply do not have 
the energy to make the required changes.  

• The costs (30 points) of making the required changes represent the second most important 
factor. There is a good deal of tragic irony in the fact that we, in this age of affluence, are still 
so obsessed with money, but this is the reality and many people use the excuse that saving 
the world is simply too expensive. However, as we will see, most of the tips in this writing will 
actually save you money in the long run, implying that this number even becomes negative in 
many cases.  

• The time that will be used to make the new changes contributes the final 20 points. Time is 
our only completely non-renewable resource and it certainly is understandable that people 
are stingy with how they spend their time. But then again, the horrendous wastes of time 
regularly occurring in front of the TV, in recovery from a self-destructive night out or by 
endlessly surfing the web does place serious question marks on the value that we place on 
our time. Anyway, the good thing about this writing is that it has already made the largest 
chunk of the time investment required and, if you implement some of its suggestions, you 
might very well find that you save significant chunks of time. This number can therefore be 
negative as well.  

Now let's turn to the benefits. These will simply be broken down into the impact that each category 
of actions can have to mitigate the five impending crises discussed in the previous chapter. A 
weighing will be applied to reflect the varying degrees of severity of each crisis.  

• Potential to mitigate the environmental crisis (40 points). This is by far the most dire crisis we 
are faced with today, simply because it threatens the survival not only of Homo sapiens, but 
of the countless other forms of life on planet earth. Depending on who you believe, climate 
change already kills 150000 to 300000 people a year, but we can at least take comfort in the 
fact that we are killing other species much more efficiently than we are killing our own. Of 
the 44838 species assessed worldwide using the IUCN Red List criteria, 905 are extinct and 
16928 are listed as threatened with extinction. In 2006, 784 species were extinct, implying 
that we are wiping about 24 innocent species off the face of the earth every year. Damn… To 
be honest, I don't quite know what to say about that. Anyway, as we saw already, the 
environmental crisis has a massive potential to also greatly enhance the other crises and 
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accelerate our self-destruction. For these simple reasons, it is our top priority and our actions 
should reflect this truth.  

• Potential to mitigate the retirement and credit crises (30 points). Although these two crises 
are different in nature, they are both based on a very fundamental flaw in our society; the 
simple fact that the majority of people, knowingly or unknowingly, consume more value than 
they create. Sure, our political, social and economic systems have a big role to play in 
creating these crises, but it remains our responsibility to rise above these challenges and 
restore our economy to one facilitating the free and fair exchange of goods and services and 
the rapid technological and industrial makeover that our society so desperately needs. 

• Potential to mitigate the inequality crisis (20 points). Despite the large social problems 
created by this crisis, it can only have truly catastrophic effects indirectly when the other 
crises cause a large jump in the poverty line, plunging millions of people into poverty in a 
very short period of time. It is still very important, however, and we can do a lot to shock-
proof the poor for the price shocks that are sure to come in the 21st century. 

• Potential to mitigate the complexity crisis (10 points). This crisis is also an indirect one in that 
it will only exacerbate the preceding crises by reducing the ability of our society to respond 
appropriately. Actions taken to mitigate this crisis are therefore primarily in preparation for 
the shocks that can be expected in the coming century. This is important, but it is more 
important that we make sure that these shocks are as small and manageable as possible so 
that there is not so much to mitigate when the time comes. Thus, this crisis has the lowest 
weight.  

So, what follows below is a description of a wide range of practical steps through which you can do 
your little bit towards saving the world. Each of them will help. So please, play your part and give it a 
try. And yes, the most important concept to grasp is that these steps will not only help save the 
world, but also help you gain that ultimate combo of sustainable health, wealth and happiness.  

Just one more crucially important paragraph before we continue on to the practical stuff. The most 
vital and most fundamental basic premise on which this entire plan is built is the following: we will 
continuously strive to create an environment in which sustainable health, wealth and happiness are 
automatic by-products of living. You will not find lists of tedious and annoying things that you have to 
do every day in order to save the world. This approach has been proven over and over again to fail 
spectacularly, be it in the form of a diet, an exercise program or a random new year's resolution. 
Here, we will follow another, much more efficient approach: setting up an environment in which it 
becomes natural to save the world. This might seem like it limits our scope quite a bit, but trust me; 
there is a lot that can be done here. The environment in which we currently live is totally conducive 
to excessive consumption; hence we are where we are at the moment. Correcting this environment 
from one inducing gluttonous consumption to one inducing efficient sustainability literally is the 
single most important change that has to happen in the lives of the billion if we are to safeguard the 
future of our civilization. Let's do it.  

6.1 The first cornerstone: Health 
Good health and fitness really is the foundation of all the good things that we will discuss in this 
action plan. We saw before how health is very closely correlated to happiness. It is even more closely 
correlated with life expectancy. Thus, quite simply, the number of happy life years a person can 
expect to have is greatly dependent on her health.  
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But still, almost everyone knows this and still the majority of the billion simply do not look after their 
bodies. So, at the risk of sounding like a TV infomercial selling the latest miracle fat-trapping drug, I 
would like to claim that I can offer you the solution to all your worries. It comes in two simple steps: 
that crucial mindset shift we talked about earlier and the creation of an environment where healthy 
living happens automatically. And if you call within the next 30 minutes, I'll throw in some more 
abstract tips and tricks absolutely free of charge – the power of learning, creative expression and 
unconditional contribution. (Terms and conditions apply) 

Let's look at these three simple steps.  

6.1.1 The mindset shift 
Everyone knows that health and fitness are important. Big deal. You have probably heard this so 
many times that it just goes in the one ear and out the other. Indeed, just hearing meaningless 
messages like "you should look after your health" or "good fitness is important" will never get you 
that priceless commodity we are chasing: the total and unopposed acceptance that physical health 
and fitness are the alpha and omega – the foundation upon which your entire life is built. So, let's 
pull out the fact-book.  

Let's start with your life years and take a look at what healthy or unhealthy habits can do to this 
crucial number:  

• Regular smoking takes away 15 years on average (11 minutes per cigarette) 
• Alcohol abuse robs you of 8 good years  
• Being overweight drops 7 years while being morbidly obese can leave 20 years in the gutter 
• Eating fast-food daily subtracts 8 years from your life 
• On the other hand, adding five or more portions of fruit and vegetables adds 5 years  
• Regular healthy exercise gives you 5 more  

There are also some other lifestyle factors such as stress, lack of sleep and the consumption of 
excessive refined sugars, salt and caffeine which have less well defined effects, but can be 
responsible for subtracting quite a few additional years. These numbers add up so that 
healthy/unhealthy living can make a totally unbelievable 60 year difference in your lifespan even 
while living within our affluent society with its excellent health services. Wow… sixty years is a very 
long time. 

The facts are therefore very clear: when it comes to longevity, lifestyle is everything. Science tells us 
that virtually no-one in the developed world dies from old age. The human body actually has enough 
cell divisions in it to reach 120 years, but many people keel over from lifestyle induced heart attacks, 
strokes and cancers before they even reach half this number.  

Deadly diseases capable of cutting a human life in half typically fall in two categories: diseases of 
poverty and diseases of affluence. Diseases of poverty such as pneumonia, tuberculosis, diarrhoea, 
measles and HIV/Aids are infectious and thrive in communities with limited or no access to basic 
sanitation, education and health care services. Luckily, our affluent society has granted us near-
perfect immunity to these diseases and, even though they still are prodigious killers in the developing 
world, they have long since slipped from our memories.  
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Indeed, our affluent western society has other things to worry about: the diseases of affluence. 
These are degenerative diseases which naturally result from constant abuse and neglect of body and 
mind through destructive lifestyle choices such as smoking and drinking, constant overeating on 
high-calorie-low-nutrient foods, long periods of total passivity of body and mind, an ever-present 
flood of stress hormones and a lack of healing social contact and sleep. Constant exposure to this 
kind of environment naturally results in clogged arteries, extensive organ damage, malignant 
tumours, hormone imbalances and degradation of the brain and nervous system. In normal day-to-
day language, we refer to these things by names such as heart attacks, strokes, all manner of cancers, 
diabetes and Alzheimer's disease.  

While poor people are mostly innocent victims of the diseases of poverty, rich people are almost 
always directly responsible for contracting any disease of affluence. Clean empirical proof of this fact 
has been discovered in numerous communities scattered around the world where modern 
civilization with its refined carbohydrates, passivity and stress had, at the time, not yet penetrated. 
Communities like the Okinawa islands in Japan, the region of Abkhasia in the Soviet Union, the Symi 
island in Greece, the Italian village Campodimele, and the mountain communities of Hunza in 
Pakistan, Vilcabamba in Ecuador and Bama in China were shining examples of places where heart 
disease and cancer were virtually non-existent and fully independent hundred-year-olds were 
nothing out of the ordinary. And yes, the best part is that many of these centenarians never saw a 
doctor in their entire lives.  

These beacons of vibrant health and longevity can be considered to be statistical anomalies due to a 
very special combination of circumstances they all share: a traditional diet high in nutrients and low 
in calories, an active lifestyle, a close-knit, relaxed community and a total absence of the life-sucking 
western influences mentioned above. Inhabitants of these communities can truly consider 
themselves very lucky to be born into such a wonderfully life-preserving environment. Unfortunately, 
as we will discuss later on, many of these communities have henceforth been corrupted by western 
influence and are rapidly losing their vibrant health and longevity.  

Fortunately for us, however, science has managed to extract valuable information about health and 
longevity from these wise cultures before they too were claimed by western consumerism. Of these 
peoples, the Okinawans were studied most diligently and some reputable statistics have been made 
available to demonstrate just how large a difference can be made by simple lifestyle choices. Take a 
look at this stat for example: Despite having only 0.0002% of the world's population, Okinawa has 
15% of the world's confirmed super-centenarians (those over 110) – a concentration of super-elders 
close to 100000 times greater than the rest of the world. Wow… 

So, how do they manage to achieve such extraordinary longevity? Well, bluntly put: they simply don't 
keep on dying of western diseases of affluence all the time. To illustrate this point, we will take a 
brief look at how Okinawans weigh up against Americans when it comes to certain forms of 
degenerative disease. We'll start with the number one killer in the west: heart disease. Heart disease 
now causes one in every four American deaths – a truly frightening statistic which puts it in the 
company of infamous epidemics such as the Black Plague. In 2009, 3.2% of all adult Americans had a 
heart attack and 2.6% had a stroke. Next time you sit in a packed stadium of 50000 people, realize 
that 1600 of them will have a heart attack within the next year.  



 

101 
 

Compared to Americans, Okinawans are only 20% as likely to get a heart attack. In addition, 
Okinawans are twice as likely to survive a heart attack as Americans, making them about 10% as 
likely to die of heart attacks as Americans. Now also take into account that these few failing 
Okinawan hearts are, on average, a decade or two older than the failing American hearts and, most 
importantly, many of these Okinawan hearts have never been to a doctor while America blows 
almost 40% of the global health budget on its less than 5% share of the global population. Wow… 
what a terrible return of investment.  

The story is the same for cancer. All considered, Okinawans are about 85% less likely than Americans 
to die from cancer despite their much advanced age and negligible health spending. Other 
degenerative diseases show a similar pattern. It is therefore clear that diseases of affluence do not 
care how much money you throw at them, they will get you if you continually abuse and neglect your 
body and mind. The USA blows around 2.5 trillion dollars per year on healthcare – an amount so vast 
that it can easily cover the massive yearly global energy investment required to realize the 450 
emissions scenario discussed earlier – but still its citizens are 10 times as likely to die from 
degenerative disease as the Okinawans who spend next to nothing on healthcare.  

Words fail to describe just how tragic this is. We keep on stuffing ourselves with incredible quantities 
of dwindling planetary resources to the point where our bodies simply break. Then a single nation 
spends more money to try and mitigate these self-inflicted damages than the entire world needs to 
spend on the massive task of building a sustainable future. And yes, in the vast majority of cases, this 
massive spending brings no cure, but only prolongs the suffering. A century ago, people spent less 
than 1% of their lives sick. Now, we are sick for more than 10% of our lives and this percentage is 
constantly increasing. This worrying trend is nothing more than a very natural result of a healthcare 
system that is focussed much more on illness than on wellness. 

Just imagine for a moment what we could do if the majority of our affluent western society could be 
bothered to learn from the Okinawans and adopt their simple and easy lifestyle choices. The profit in 
terms of savings in planetary resources, financial savings and gains in productivity stemming from 
this single shift in thinking alone would leave us enough resources to build for ourselves a true global 
utopia of sustainable happiness.  

Now imagine another scenario: say some drug company today announces a miracle drug that has 
been clinically tested to reduce your chances of getting any degenerative disease by 90% with the 
only side-effects being a healthy body-mass-index and good fitness. Total chaos would break loose 
only hours after this miracle drug is released. People would literally fall over each other to get their 
hands on this medical marvel and the company selling it would make trillions of dollars.  

Well, I hate to break it to you, but science has known about this "drug" for decades already and it has 
been clinically tested to be wonderfully effective by all of the extraordinarily healthful cultures 
mentioned previously. Yes, this miracle drug is nothing but a simple, healthy lifestyle which can be 
attained more easily within our affluent modern society today than at any other time in the entire 
span of human history. 

Why then would a drug company make trillions from the miracle drug described above, but almost 
no-one would be willing to incorporate the simple lifestyle changes that are guaranteed to give all of 
the benefits of this drug while simultaneously saving you money, saving you time and making you 



 

102 
 

happy? Well, this is simply because our society has been totally corrupted by consumerism. We can 
consume a miracle drug and would therefore pay trillions for the perceived benefits that this 
consumption will bring, but when it comes to a healthy lifestyle, we are actually required to curb our 
consumption and, well, we just don't do that. Our society has reached a point where we unthinkingly 
accept that increased consumption is the solution to all of our problems and the only key to 
happiness while, in reality, consumerism is the root cause of all of our problems and the reason why 
our affluence is bringing us lots of stress and depression, but no happiness. It is safe to say that this 
single mindset is by far the biggest threat faced by our civilization today.  

I sincerely hope that these arguments and facts have stirred something inside of you. And I hope 
that, after the initial pang of pain and embarrassment, this something is positive. After all, our 
modern society gives you several very important advantages over all of the extraordinarily healthy, 
but more primitive communities mentioned in this section. You have access to excellent health care 
services, a year-round supply of virtually every healthy food under the sun and a wealth of health 
related scientific information at your fingertips. Really, when considering these massive advantages, 
these peoples should be no match for us when it comes to health and longevity. You therefore have 
no valid excuse to keel over before you reach that magical three figure mark.  

But hey, the quantity of your life years is just one expression of health. One can certainly reason that 
the quality of those years is an even bigger factor. We have already seen that health is the factor 
correlating best with happiness. Being in pristine health makes you a full 20% happier than the 
average, while being unhealthy puts your happiness 8% below average. In comparison, being married 
raises happiness by only 10% while being in the highest income bracket makes you a mere 3.5% 
happier than the average (including the lowest earning citizens). Health is therefore an absolute 
prerequisite for happiness.  

It is very easy to see why healthy people are happier. Life is just so much more fun if you are fit and 
healthy – every basic action of every day becomes easier and you can tap into that powerful, self-
strengthening health/happiness combo called sport. In contrast, illness is physically painful, a known 
killer of personal development and productivity, a complete waste of time and a massive financial 
burden. These enormous wastes caused by lifestyle-induced degenerative disease are truly 
staggering, especially considering that total health is quite easily achieved within our affluent 
modern society.  

There is also a clear correlation between health and income for obvious reasons. Healthy people 
have more energy, are more productive, take fewer sick days and have more confidence, all of which 
will obviously increase earning power. In the same way, healthy children get a kick start in life by 
being able to learn more effectively at school.  

Moving up to the level of a country, there is a very strong correlation between the health and wealth 
of nations, with health leading to wealth much faster than wealth leads to health. In fact, it is 
theorized that the rapid economic growth in Asia is not only due to their adoption of the well proven 
western free enterprise system, but also of accepting well-developed western health practices into 
their traditional methods.  
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In general, whether looking at individuals or at countries, health is an absolute prerequisite for long, 
happy and prosperous lives. Really, refusing to take care of your body is like refusing to take care of 
your car. The only difference is that you can get a new car when it eventually breaks down...  

Health is everything. And, in the vast majority of cases, your health is completely under your control.  

Think about it. Accept it. Live it.  

6.1.2 Making it automatic 
While the first step about mindset was relatively abstract, the next step will be much more practical. 
Here we will look at things you can actually do, not just think. The "making it automatic" step is the 
entire idea about creating an environment for yourself where doing the right thing comes completely 
automatically. 

It is worthwhile to spend another few paragraphs on this concept. Humanity has long since proven 
that trying to make significant lifestyle changes through pure willpower is futile. The thing that we 
have to do here is to limit the amount of willpower needed to ensure good health to an absolute 
minimum. You will therefore use your limited supply of willpower to set up your ideal environment 
and then simply sit back and let the environment take care of ensuring a healthy lifestyle. 

You're probably thinking right now that living in a healthy environment does not sound like a lot of 
fun. You might think that you will simply not be happy in the house without any chocolate bars in the 
cupboard. But remember those inspirational quadriplegics that we talked about earlier. Their 
environment changed dramatically for the worse and yet they are able to, within this terrible 
environment, synthesize levels of happiness comparable to that of lottery winners.  

I feel really stupid comparing the restrictions that a healthy environment places on your life to those 
resulting from near complete paralysis, but the point stands: If you wilfully change your environment 
and make peace with the fact that you have now got no choice other than living inside of this 
environment, your mind will very quickly adjust your happiness levels at least to the level that was 
before. In practical, everyday language, we call this "getting used to something". 

In other words; once you change your environment from normal to healthy, you will be surprised at 
how quickly you get used to it. Give this a try. You have my own personal money back guarantee. 

OK, so let's get practical. Healthy living can be broken down into two constituents: nutrition and 
fitness. It is absolutely essential that you address both for the simple reason that they tend to 
reinforce and complement each other very nicely. They are like Tom and Jerry, Simon and Garfunkel 
or Romeo and Juliet – you just can't imagine the one without the other.  

Let's take a look at how you can create a healthy environment in both of these areas. 

6.1.2.1 Nutrition 
The really cool thing is that healthy and environmentally friendly foods are very often one and the 
same thing. It is also quite a shock to realize just how terribly unhealthy and environmentally 
damaging the standard modern diet really is. This sad state of affairs demands some serious change 
and we will take this up in detail in a later section focussing especially on your grocery shopping. For 
now, however, just know that you can look after the earth very well by simply beginning to look after 
yourself.  
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The construction of your automatic nutritional environment begins with your shopping list (yes, you 
absolutely have to have a shopping list). Remove all forms of highly processed food, replace all red 
meat with plant proteins (e.g. beans, nuts and seeds), fish or chicken, stock up on fresh fruit, 
vegetables and berries, buy only whole grain products (totally avoid white bread/flour/rice) and 
completely ignore the chocolates and sweets aisle. Also do some research on "superfoods" and get 
as many of these on your list as practically possible. When doing this, do not allow your mind to 
wander into the future, greatly magnifying the pain and suffering that will be brought upon you by 
this terrible act of self-deprivation. Instead, focus on simply writing a list. You can write some words 
on paper, right? It's not that painful. This is really all there is to it: writing words on paper. 

Next, you have to actually get this food into your home. By far the most effective and, as we will later 
see, the most environmentally friendly way of doing this is to order your groceries from a delivery 
service. But let's forget about the planet for now and just focus on your own healthy nutritional 
environment. For this purpose, the primary advantage of the home food delivery service is that they 
will get your list into your home without succumbing to any temptations along the way. 

If such a delivery service is available in your area, it will form an essential part of your healthy 
nutritional environment, but if it is not, you have to do the shopping yourself. In this case, you have 
to employ a little more willpower to simply not buy all the unhealthy stuff that is not on your list. This 
is certainly not impossible and will require only a few short moments of willpower (walking past the 
sweets aisle, walking past the processed foods aisle, walking past the red meat counter etc.), but 
again, there is no good reason for putting yourself through this temptation if you have a food 
delivery service in your area. 

The next step is to completely cut out all forms of fast food. We saw before that eliminating fast food 
from your diet could add a whopping eight years to your life. This also does not need too much self-
discipline. In fact, it only takes those few seconds of driving past the McDonald's instead of through it 
on your way back from work. 

This brings us to the next point; that of convenience. Aside from that addictive fatty deep-fried taste, 
convenience is the primary reason why fast foods sell so well. In order to cover this point, you have 
to equip your environment with a few quick, healthy and tasty recipes using all the healthy foods 
that were on your shopping list. There are a surprisingly large number of quick, healthy and tasty 
recipes out there if you would only bother looking for them. Preparing a healthy and delicious meal 
does not have to take more than 15-30 minutes (5-10% of the average American's TV time). Get hold 
of the book called "Worlds Healthiest Foods" for a good start in this area. 

The next crucial step in setting up your automatic nutritional environment is what I like to call 
"hunger-busters". A hunger-buster is something that is quick, healthy, filling and at least reasonably 
tasty. And the primary purpose of having these hunger-busters around is to bust all those cravings 
we get when we are not really hungry. My personal arsenal of hunger-busters include full corn rye 
cakes which I like to have with tea, some instant oats, a fruit rack which I keep diligently stocked and 
my favourite green drink. 

This green drink also represents the second last step in setting up your ideal nutritional environment. 
Indeed, a correctly blended green drink is a true nutrient-bomb; loaded with all sorts of vitamins and 
minerals and also providing much-needed alkalinity in our acid-based diet of today. My personal 
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favourite consists of spinach, cucumber, apple, celery, lemon, ginger and orange juice, but you can 
find many recipes on the Internet. Sounds pretty gross, right? Well, actually it's not as bad as it 
sounds and the taste kind of grows on you. Sure, it's not the most delicious thing on this planet, but it 
sure is damn close to being healthiest. I make a big batch every second weekend and freeze it in 
containers which I can take out throughout the week as needed to make sure that this combined 
hunger-buster/nutrient-bomb is always available. It takes me 30 minutes per fortnight to make and 
10 seconds per glass to chug down. Since I began drinking this regularly, I've not been sick for a single 
day and I have never been stiff after exercise. Two pretty handy perks, I'd say.  

The final step in setting up your nutritional environment is becoming familiar with a very simple rule 
of thumb for eating and drinking. Food or drink can be a combination of three things: healthy, tasty 
and free. The rule of thumb simply says that you only eat something if it satisfies at least two of these 
three criteria. In practice, this implies that you will mostly buy foods which are both healthy and tasty 
(this certainly is quite easily done) and that you will be able to gracefully accept (and really enjoy) a 
tasty treat given to you by someone else. 

Setting up the environment described here in less than 1000 words is definitely not hard and does 
not require large quantities of willpower to establish or maintain. If you live within this environment, 
healthy eating becomes completely automatic. Make the effort. It certainly is a very sound 
investment. 

6.1.2.2 Fitness 
OK, let's now take a look at your automatic fitness environment. The desperate need for such an 
environment is quickly established by looking at some more highly disconcerting statistics generated 
by our favourite example nation. The average American gets about 15 minutes of daily exercise 
(compare that to 300 minutes of daily stagnation in front of the TV) while the recommendation for 
optimal health is at least 60 minutes of vigorous exercise per day. I guess you see the problem… 

We therefore quite seriously need to set up an environment that will allow us to quadruple the 
amount of exercise we get on a consistent basis. Fortunately, this is quite easily done and can be set 
up in two easy steps: ensuring that you cash in on all the lovely free exercise available every day and 
actively getting yourself into environments where exercise is automatic. We will call these two 
constituents your passive exercise environment and your active exercise environment. Let's take a 
look. 

The life of virtually every person is filled with free exercise opportunities that we simply habitually 
fail to use. If you shape this environment correctly, you can end up with a daily routine where the 
majority of your fitness simply happens without you having to take any active initiative whatsoever. 
Yep, as strange as it sounds, your exercise can happen completely passively, all by itself.  

The first and most important constituent of your passive exercise environment is all of those 
relatively short trips that you make by car. People nowadays drive ridiculously short distances in their 
cars; be it to work, to the supermarket, to school or simply to a friend's house. A large portion of 
these trips can easily be made by human power instead of fossil fuel power. 

One of the best ways to do this is to get yourself a very nice bicycle or e-bike. You will hear a lot 
about bicycles in this writing. I think they are one of the most amazing inventions ever, allowing 
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people to travel four times faster than walking while keeping their emissions to virtually zero. In a 
city, a person on a bicycle can often get from A to B faster than a person in a car with only a fraction 
of the stress and some free exercise as an added bonus. Really, unless you're wearing your best suit, 
there is no reason for driving any distance shorter than 5 km. However, if you're simply not a bicycle 
person, walking is not a bad option either. A reasonably fit person can cover 1 km in 10 minutes.  

The best way of making this environment automatic is to simply not have a car. You're probably 
reining back in shock right now, but just remember those inspirational paraplegics. Not having a car is 
certainly a lot better than not having usable limbs. Sure, a car is a practical necessity for some 
people, but if you live in an area with good access to public transport, there is no reason why you 
cannot make all the short trips by bike and the longer ones by bus.  

Just like fast food, the primary selling point of the car is convenience. And just like fast food, cars 
destroy both life and finances. Cars destroy life by contributing 15% of all global greenhouse gas 
emissions and killing more than a million people yearly in traffic accidents. They destroy finances by 
costing you an average of $8000 per car per year. The average American family brings in $64000 of 
gross income a year and owns a full 1.9 cars, implying that the average American family blows a full 
quarter of their gross income on cars. That is rather frightening actually.  

There are also some rather imaginative car share schemes going around nowadays. You will 
inevitably arrive at the situation where you really need a car (need as in "need", not as in "would 
like") and this situation can simply be covered by such a car sharing scheme or by simply renting. 

The creation of this carless environment comes very naturally if you manage to set up the home 
environment to be discussed in a later section. Ensuring the practicality of a carless life should be one 
of the primary considerations when selecting a home. We will look at that in more detail shortly.  

But first, let's take a look at all of those other bits of free exercise that you can get every day. First 
and foremost; avoid the elevator. If you have to go anything less than 5 floors, the stairs are for you. 
When you feel that you're losing concentration at work, go for a quick walk around the building. If 
you're early for the bus, walk to the next bus stop. Be sure to prepare almost all of your own food 
(naturally standing and walking around while making it). In general, stand for much of the time that 
you would normally sit (when dropping in for a quick meeting with a colleague, when talking on your 
cell phone or when having a barbecue with friends).  

There are also some more innovative ways in which you can get some mild exercise into your daily 
life. If you do a job where you sit on your ass in front of the computer the whole time, get yourself a 
raise-and-lower desk. These desks have mechanised legs which can easily and quickly adjust the desk 
for sitting or for standing. Another innovative solution for adding some motion to your computer-
filled worklife is to begin using voice control software using a wireless Bluetooth headset. I'm using 
this system now as we speak. Sure, these solutions are still somewhat inaccurate initially and you will 
need some time to learn to use them effectively, but when you really get the hang of it, they can 
improve your productivity quite a lot while simultaneously allowing you to pace around your office 
while talking to your computer instead of stagnating in front of it. 
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In general therefore, if you really think about it, you can literally get all of your required exercise 
without doing anything extra. We have just become so fixated on in-the-moment comfort that we 
habitually fail to utilize these opportunities. This has to change. Do it.  

Right, so let's now move on to your active exercise environment. This is where you actively get 
yourself into situations where exercise must happen by default. You active exercise environment 
consists of two subsections: the physical infrastructure and the people sweating with you. The first 
one is handy, but the second one, the people, is the one that really makes this environment work. 
When you know that some friends are waiting to take a morning walk with you or when you know 
that your specific position in team will be vacant without you, you simply have to be there. In fact, 
you can't even think about not being there. Not pitching up is as impossible for you as walking is to 
quadriplegics. 

Gaining access to an environment containing the physical infrastructure only, such as a gym 
membership, is also a step in the right direction, but still gives you the option to bail out whenever 
you please. It therefore requires way too much willpower and allows your mind to freely drift to all of 
those alluring passive alternatives (like watching TV). On its own, it is therefore not sufficient for 
most people.  

Indeed, it is only the people sweating with you who can make your active exercise environment truly 
automatic. The more terrible it will be when you fail to show up, the more automatic this 
environment becomes. Nothing fancy is required – just convince a friend or your spouse to go for a 
half-hour walk with you every day. You'll get some healthy exercise and get in all the gossip you 
would normally exchange over tea and cake. If all of your friends are still too lazy, even a very lively 
dog would do the trick (given the fact that it will drive you crazy if you do not walk it regularly).  

If you have done the walking for a while and have gotten your fitness up to acceptable levels, you can 
take it one step further by participating in team sports. Playing as part of a team is truly one of the 
healthiest, fun and complete activities that you can ever do. First and foremost, team sports are 
much more varied and interesting than simple jogging or walking. This is very valuable since the more 
fun your fitness becomes, the more you will do it, and the more you do it, the more fun it becomes – 
the beautiful benevolent cycle of sport. Secondly, team sports also have a fantastic social aspect. You 
can talk all the nonsense you would normally need a bar for with your teammates during or after 
practice. Being active in a certain sport also gives people a very interesting common interest to talk 
about.  And thirdly, it is simply fun to develop and refine the skills required by any given sport. Having 
a skill is good for confidence and can develop handy things like balance and hand-eye coordination.  

So, there you are. If you invest a little effort to set up this environment, your fitness will happen 
automatically. It has to. It simply has no other choice. But still, be realistic. If you are in really bad 
shape at the moment, you should start slowly so that you do not pick up any injuries. Start by 
developing your passive fitness environment by taking the stairs whenever possible, reshaping your 
office environment for more standing and less sitting, and getting into the habit of standing and 
walking more often. As things become easier, you can start up your active environment by getting a 
friend to take short daily walks with you, joining a yoga class or getting involved in gentle sports like 
bowling or golf.  
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Remember; the better your fitness becomes, the more options will open up for you and the easier it 
will become to maintain this wonderfully healthy environment. If you simply keep on patiently 
persisting, it will not be long before your range expands or you can get yourself a bicycle to make 
your range instantly quadruple. The wider your range becomes, the more opportunities there are for 
free exercise and the more exercise you will get. A few solid months of this and the awesome world 
of social sports opens its doors for you. And if you get to this stage, fitness truly happens all by itself.   

6.1.3 Abstract stuff 
The effects of healthy eating and exercise on health and longevity can be quite easily measured, 
interpreted and communicated by science. Even though most of us don't really seem to care about 
these precious findings, almost no-one would doubt their validity. After all; they represent clear, 
physical cause and effect relationships that can be easily observed, recorded and explained by 
modern science.  

Total health seems to require another, somewhat more abstract component, however; a healthy 
psychology. Consider some of these weird results from various studies for example: 

• People with a positive perception of aging live 7.5 years longer 
• Married people are 25% less likely to die a premature death than singles 
• Divorced people are twice as likely to die a premature death than married people – almost as 

strong a predictor as smoking 
• Women who do not express themselves in a toxic relationship are 4 times more likely to die 

of a heart attack 
• 95% of young people who described their relationship with their parents in negative words 

developed some degenerative disease by midlife compared to only 29% of those who used 
positive words 

• Highly educated people live about 7 years longer than people with a standard education 
• People who rate themselves as happy have a 35% lower chance of premature death than 

people who rate themselves as unhappy 
• Older people who consider themselves to be useful to others are twice as likely to maintain 

good health into old age 

This section will strive to make sense of such strange findings and give some concrete guidelines on 
how you can incorporate these things into your automatic healthy environment. Three sections will 
be covered: the power of learning, creative expression and unconditional contribution.  

6.1.3.1 The power of learning 
There is an old saying which I believe in very deeply: If you are not growing, you are dying. Once you 
have reached adulthood, however, you really should stop growing physically, but continue growing 
mentally. Unfortunately, most people today get this equation completely backwards, continuing a 
rather impressive horizontal physical expansion thanks to the standard American diet (SAD) and 
halting mental development due to the rather idiotic perception that learning becomes redundant 
after high school. This social norm is highly detrimental to health and longevity, not only because of 
the SAD, but also because of the mental stagnation. In fact, lifelong learning is essential for health 
and wellbeing for at least three reasons:  

• The process of learning is exercise for our most vital and complex organ – the brain  
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• Learning leads to knowledge that can make great contributions to the quality and quantity of 
your years  

• The knowledge, skill and experience stemming from lifelong learning allow you to really tap 
into the power of our next two abstract concepts: creative expression and unconditional 
contribution.  

It really is vitally important to give your brain regular stimulating workouts. After all; if you don't use 
it, you lose it. We will talk a little more about this later on, but it is important to realize that a fit brain 
will give much improved mental performance just like a fit body will give much improved physical 
performance. And just like the improved physical performance from a fit body can lead to a very 
healthy benevolent cycle of exercise, the improved mental performance from a fit mind can lead to a 
benevolent cycle of learning.  

Unfortunately, these benevolent cycles can just as easily turn very vicious as well. The vicious cycle of 
sedentary living is very hard to break simply because your body can become so bloated and weak 
that exercise becomes very strenuous. Similarly, the vicious cycle of a sedentary mind can make even 
the tiniest mental challenge seem insurmountable, thereby causing you to shy away from many 
stimulating intellectual tasks.  

The most terrifying expression of the vicious cycle of a sedentary mind is Alzheimer's disease. Mental 
stimulation plays an important role in preventing the terrible emotional, practical and financial 
implications of this degenerative condition. Just like paralysis can cut away access to your arms and 
legs even though you still have them, Alzheimer's can cut away access to your entire store of 
memory, knowledge and experience even though you still have your brain. You quite literally lose 
your life while you are still breathing. Don't let this happen. Keep your brain fit.  

As always, the hardest part of the journey to mental fitness is always the first few steps. A common 
mistake that many people make is waiting to become naturally interested in something before they 
start studying it. This really is putting the cart in front of the horse. The truth is that you most often 
have to work with something for a while before you truly become interested in it. It is like an 
acquired taste – be it for whiskey, beer, olives, cigarettes or whenever. The first time is almost always 
unpleasant, but after you have worked on it for a while it becomes quite addictive. Indeed, after 
those first few struggling steps, the rest of the journey tends to get progressively easier.  

It is exactly the same for learning. You should not wait to magically become highly interested in some 
or other topic, but rather just select a topic that is very important to your life and start spending 
some time with it. As long as this topic is highly relevant to your own life, your mind will very quickly 
grow to like this game of assembling clues and piecing them together to build for yourself a better 
and more interesting life.  

Let's take the topic of health and longevity for example. All you need to do is to work on acquiring an 
interest in nutrition and fitness with the same diligence by which you acquired a taste for beer. This 
is much easier than it sounds and will naturally be 1000 times more beneficial than your acquisition 
of the beer taste. Not only is it incredibly interesting to intelligently optimize and personalize this 
new healthy environment that you will create for yourself and to learn about how your body reacts 
to this new treatment, it also makes for fascinating conversation material and can greatly contribute 
to your enjoyment of your new healthy environment. The fact is that knowledge breeds on 
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knowledge; the more you know, the more you want to know. This is the fantastic benevolent cycle of 
learning. 

Practically, you can do this by going on to Amazon.com and buying a few books on nutrition and 
fitness. Some cookbooks containing quick, healthy and tasty recipes will also be a very good 
acquisition. You will find that there truly is a wealth of information out there. This, to me, is the 
biggest advantage of our modern society; the awesome availability of incredible amounts of 
information. Building the habit of tapping into this wealth of knowledge and experience is one of the 
most beneficial things that you can ever dream of doing. You will be hearing a lot more about this 
point in this writing. 

So, spend some time on Amazon, get yourself two or three books on this topic that really stand out 
for you and actually invest the time and effort to read and take action on them. This simple 
commitment will greatly enhance the enjoyment you get out of your new healthy environment, 
allowing you to really grow mentally instead of physically.   

6.1.3.2 The power of creative expression 
Free creative expression is central to general health and wellbeing primarily because it provides your 
life with a truly priceless commodity that every life needs: purpose. If your life has no purpose, you 
really have no reason for even getting out of bed in the morning. On the other hand, if you are 
convinced that your life has purpose, you are automatically granted large amounts of energy and, 
generally speaking, large amounts of life.  

Humans are creative creatures. We all have an insatiable drive to put part of our unique selves out 
there in the real world through creative expression. The specific channel through which this occurs is 
not important – the important thing is that you get those budding ideas swirling around inside your 
head out there for the world to see, whether it is in the form of a product, a song, a dish, a team play 
or a piece of creative writing.  

Free creative expression is one of the most direct routes to happiness, but the opposite is also true. If 
creative expression is supressed by an overbearing parent, a controlling spouse or a deadly dull job, 
health and happiness definitely suffer. People who are robbed of the opportunity to express 
themselves are indeed notoriously unhappy; a state of mind guaranteed to have severe adverse 
effects on any relationship they find themselves in.  

Another barrier to the gains in health and longevity offered by the power of creative expression is 
the fact that society has been conditioned to chase happiness through consumption instead of 
creation. The money earned through some forced "creation" at work is now merely seen as a channel 
through which happiness can be bought by means of consumption. This is a very worrying dynamic 
since it leads directly to many of the very unhealthy consumption habits already mentioned in this 
section and gives creation an image of being pure slave labour, thereby adding to our 
consumption/creation imbalance. Our society seriously needs to make a mindset shift to no longer 
view creation as an annoyingly difficult route to happiness through consumption, but rather as the 
source of happiness itself. Until this happens, people will keep on wishing away five of the seven days 
of the week and destroying their bodies with dangerous consumption habits on the remaining two.  
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You would therefore do well to learn to express yourself creatively at work and at home. If you put in 
the effort at work, your mind will surprise you with the creative solutions it offers, making your job 
much more fun and much more profitable. Similarly, your body will thank you if you learn to be 
creative in the kitchen or on the sports field and your mind will thank you if you get it some creative 
hobbies.  

Finally, please consider that creation is the polar opposite of consumption. If you are truly in the 
creative state, you simply forget about consumption. You just don't feel the consumerist pull 
anymore. If you are in a non-creative (bored, passive, lethargic etc.) state, on the other hand, you will 
most likely find yourself consuming something very soon, be it a bag of chips, whatever is on sale at 
the mall or the latest computer game.  

Creative expression is the antidote to consumerism. Use it.  

6.1.3.3 The power of unconditional contribution 
It might not always look like it, but doing something valuable for another person without expecting 
anything in return is one of the most beneficial things that you can ever do. It builds strong social 
networks, earns you lots of precious goodwill and often rewards you with a healthy dose of 
endorphins. And yes, it is just the ultimate expression of goodness.  

Unconditional love is the most natural state from which unconditional contribution can flow. Couples 
who are in love contribute unconditionally to each other's lives all the time. In fact, if this 
contribution dries up later in the relationship, it often dries up the love as well. Parents contribute to 
the lives of their children in a similar way. Their love allows them to give large quantities of their time 
and money without even thinking of what they might get in return.  

Naturally, you should make a point of unconditionally contributing to the lives of your loved ones as 
often as possible. Such contributions are hugely beneficial both for the person who gives and the 
person who receives. The person who gives earns the gratitude of the other person, a commodity 
which seems to be quite highly linked to health, happiness and longevity. Simultaneously, the person 
who receives gets the benefit of whatever the contribution was, but, most importantly, gets the 
reassurance that the giver really cares about him/her, another commodity which seems to be quite 
highly linked to health, happiness and longevity. 

Indeed, such back and forth unconditional contributions form the basis of every healthy and 
nourishing relationship. Good and healthy feelings of gratitude and belonging are continuously 
exchanged, working their strange and wonderful magic to add years to the lives and life to the years 
of those who share the relationship. Hey, you can even use your creativity to come up with some 
unconditional contributions that will lead directly to improved health and fitness of the other person. 
Invest the effort to cook him/her a healthy and delicious meal, take him/her on a hiking trip or buy 
him/her one of the cool green products described later in this work so that you can save the world 
together. If you use your power of creative expression to tap into the power of unconditional 
contribution, there are no limits to the good that you can do.  

Unconditional contribution does not need to end with your loved ones though. Your job is another 
place where unconditional contribution can bring loads of benefits. If you continuously contribute 
above and beyond the call of duty, it will earn you priceless job security, a very favourable 
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reputation, rapid professional development and the goodwill of your superiors. Any company would 
employ someone who constantly contributes more than the value of his paycheque. Becoming such a 
person will be a very good move, both for your health and your finances.  

Another channel for unconditional contribution is charity work. We will discuss this in a special 
section later on, but freely giving a little bit of your abundance to those who have been hit hard by 
the realities of socio-economic hereditability can also contribute significantly to your health and 
happiness.    

So, there you have it. We might not yet fully understand why things like learning, creating and 
contributing lead to health and longevity, but the important thing is that we are pretty sure that they 
do. Just like you don't need to know how a microprocessor works to get the benefits of using your 
computer, you also don't need to know how some mysterious happiness hormone affects your vital 
organs to get the health and longevity benefits of learning, creation and contribution. Just have faith 
and give it a try. You really have nothing to lose.   

6.2 The second cornerstone: Personal finances 
While physical and mental health remains the most important aspect of life, personal finances are 
not far behind. Sure, it is definitely not healthy or cool to focus too much on money, but the fact is 
that money is kinda like oxygen – we need it too live in our modern society (unless you live 
somewhere in the bush and provide totally for yourself of course).  

Anyway, I am definitely not advocating that you become obsessed with money and start chasing 
more of it at all costs. Quite the opposite actually; I want you to set up an environment in which your 
personal finances take care of themselves to such a degree that you almost never need to think 
about money. Just as in the case with personal health and fitness, the people doing the obsessing 
about money are inevitably the ones who do not have it. 

In the light of the crisis conglomeration previously discussed, personal finances become all the more 
important. If we are to successfully mitigate these crises, the billion will have to generate significant 
excess wealth to first stabilize the global economy and then to allow it to flourish to such an extent 
that we can develop and deploy the trillions of dollars' worth of infrastructure that will be required 
to sustainably cater for the needs of our 7 billion (and growing) strong population.  

Just like the health section, we will focus on building an environment in which your wealth grows 
automatically. And just like the health section, setting up this environment is deceptively simple. 
Let's take a look.  

6.2.1 An introduction to wealth 
This first section on personal finances might be a little technical. If you feel yourself drifting, feel free 
to skip it and go to the next section. The only thing you really need to know is this; just like our greed 
is causing us to already dig deep into our dwindling stores of planetary resources, our greed is 
causing us to eat into our dwindling savings of true wealth. We seriously need to stop mindlessly 
consuming and start intelligently investing, both ecologically and financially.  

It is recommended that you press through these five pages though. Just like it was for the section on 
health, a true understanding of the importance of wealth is central to your ideal, self-sustaining 
personal finance environment. So, let's start building.  
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6.2.1.1 How the world gets rich 
The first fundamental principle to understand regarding wealth is that it is fully possible for every 
single citizen of the earth to become wealthy. If you think back to our example society on page 80, 
you will remember that, if we work on a fixed gold standard without any inflation, things become 
progressively cheaper as the methods of production improve. Initially, a single loaf of bread cost one 
ounce of gold, but thanks to centuries of progress, we can now buy 1000 loaves of bread for the 
same price. Your one ounce of gold therefore now has tremendous purchasing power and this 
purchasing power will increase even further as production methods continue to improve, thereby 
making you progressively wealthier. 

Another very important aspect of wealth which was not covered in our little story is the 
accumulation of assets – physical or financial. Physical assets are things like real estate while financial 
assets are things like pubic company stocks. The degree to which any asset can store value is 
determined by two factors: how long it lasts and how much it is desired. It is very important that a 
store of value lasts for a long time. If your "asset" depreciates back to zero value in only one month, 
it is obviously useless as a store of value. It is also very important that your asset remains desirable 
(other people want it enough to pay good money for it). Houses can become more desirable if the 
population is growing faster than new houses are built or if the house is built in a very desirable 
location. Company stock can become more desirable if the company is innovating rapidly and 
delivering higher quality goods at lower prices so that everyone wants to buy from them. In these 
ways, physical and financial assets can be very efficient stores of your wealth and even increase your 
wealth over time.   

Now the cool thing about an asset is that you can buy it and become no poorer whatsoever. If you 
build yourself a new house, you give your money to some builders (who now have more financial 
assets), but you only exchange your financial asset (money) for a physical asset (the house) and 
therefore do not lose anything. In essence therefore, society as a whole has just become richer. The 
sum total of financial assets stays the same, but the amount of physical assets increases. If we were 
still on the gold standard here, this would imply that the amount of goods and services in the system 
has increased while the money supply remained the same, implying that prices must deflate. Thus, as 
long as your house keeps its value, you have just made society a little bit richer because everyone can 
now buy just a little bit more with any fixed amount of gold.  

In exactly the same way, you can buy stocks in a new company, make this company richer and 
become no poorer yourself. After all, you have just exchanged one financial asset (money) for 
another financial asset (company stocks). The nice thing about stocks in a good company is that they 
can generate wealth both by becoming more desirable and by increasing the efficiency of 
production, thereby making society richer in two ways simultaneously. If a lot of these good 
companies are established, the purchasing power of your single ounce of gold will increase quite 
substantially. And yes, the more goods and services your fixed amount of gold can buy, the wealthier 
you are.  

Our modern fiat currency system (and the massive amounts of inflation it brings) gives the false 
impression that wealth is measured in dollars and we can only get wealthier by accumulating more 
dollars. In reality, however, society only gets wealthier as we build more valuable assets and increase 
the efficiency of production. We can print trillions of dollars and drop it from helicopters all around 
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the world, but this will make society no wealthier whatsoever. It will only lead to rapid inflation and 
probably some property bubbles building and popping all over the world. Remember that inflation 
will always balance the amount of goods and services against the amount of fiat money in the 
system.  

Another thing that brings zero wealth is consumer spending. This is simply because consumables are 
a very poor store of value. While a house will keep its value for decades, a McDonald's hamburger 
keeps its value only until you have eaten it. Longer lasting things like cars or household appliances 
are somewhat better stores of value, but they still depreciate a lot faster than houses and are 
therefore not recognized as investments, but rather as consumables. In essence, if you buy a new 
car, you will consume its value gradually over ten or so years until it is virtually worthless and must 
be scrapped. You therefore do not make society richer by buying cars or fridges. The only way in 
which these things can make society richer is if we figure out how to produce them more efficiently 
so that they can be bought with a smaller portion of our fixed amount of gold.  

However, just like we can increase the wealth of society by building new assets and increasing the 
efficiency of production, we can make society poorer by decommissioning or destroying assets and 
decreasing the efficiency of production. It is important to realize that physical assets might last a long 
time, but they don't last forever. Eventually, time takes its toll and they must be decommissioned, 
thereby removing this wealth from society. And then of course, if we engage in value destroying war 
and criminal activity, we invariably end up destroying valuable assets which makes society poorer as 
a whole. 

We can reduce the efficiency of production (quality/cost ratio) if true consumerist producers start 
making very low quality products which are cheap, but have to be replaced every few months. 
Additional barriers to production such as excessive bureaucracy also decrease the efficiency of 
production. The most important threat to the efficiency of production, however, is planetary 
boundaries. If oil becomes scarce for example, most products will become more expensive to 
produce and a fixed amount of gold will suddenly be able to buy fewer goods and services, thereby 
making society poorer. These are very important points to keep in mind.  

Finally, we should also acknowledge that it is not the total wealth on planet earth that is important, 
but rather the total wealth per citizen. Thus, if the amount of assets and the efficiency of production 
only increase in step with the population, we will not become any wealthier. Also, if we get lots of 
people who do not contribute at all (such as when countries offer excessive welfare) the population 
might actually increase faster than the total assets and the efficiency of production, thereby making 
the average earth citizen poorer.  

It is vitally important that these basic principles of wealth are well understood. Total prosperity on 
earth can only be attained if we keep on building valuable infrastructure that increase the amount of 
valuable assets on earth and increase the efficiency of production. In addition, we should really do 
this not only for the richest billion, but also for the rest.  

And yes, the most important concept to be understood for this particular section is that consumer 
spending does not help to create wealth at all. The only thing that creates wealth is the building of 
new assets which have lasting value and fulfil an important role (houses, roads, schools etc.) or 
increases production efficiency (innovative companies, highly efficient power plants, modernized 
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industry etc.). Such infrastructure can be financed in only three ways: private savings (given out as 
business loans by banks), private direct investments or by stealing from the future by means of huge 
government debt. We have tried the latter over the past few decades and are currently facing the 
consequences. I think it is time we try the first two.  

Before we look at that, however, we will look a little more into the current state of wealth on planet 
Earth.  

6.2.1.2 Global wealth accumulation 
Total household wealth is normally expressed as a nominal dollar amount summing the contribution 
of physical (e.g. real estate) and financial (e.g. savings and investments) assets and subtracting 
liabilities (e.g. loans). Measured in this way, global wealth has increased at a very impressive 
sounding 7% per year over the past decade, implying that our riches have actually doubled during 
this timeframe and that the world is getting wealthier at a very encouraging rate.  

This figure can be misleadingly optimistic, however, and one should be careful not to draw any rash 
conclusions. The first and most obvious thing that needs to be accounted for is inflation. Inflation 
gradually erodes the purchasing power of a fixed dollar amount over time, implying that $1000 of 
wealth today is worth less than $1000 of wealth a decade ago. Global inflation over the past decade 
has been around 4%, implying that the inflation adjusted wealth increase is a much more modest 3% 
per year.  

In addition, we should control for the population increase over this time simply because the total 
global wealth has to be shared among ever increasing numbers of people as time goes by and our 
population keeps on increasing. Global population growth has been hovering slightly above 1% over 
the past decade, implying that the real increase in wealth per person is only about 2% per year.  

This is a much less rosy picture, but at least it still seems like individuals across the world are getting 
wealthier as time goes by. But again, we have to account for two additional unfortunate realities 
before we can get a clear picture of global wealth trends: increasing wealth inequality and increasing 
living expenditures.  

6.2.1.3 Large income inequality, massive wealth inequality 
The most significant wealth growth happens in the developing world. Over the past decade, wealth 
in China has exploded by 15% per year with India, Latin America and Africa not far behind. This 
dynamic brings global wealth closer together and is definitely a good thing. Unfortunately, however, 
as discussed in the inequality crisis, income inequality within countries is increasing across the board.  

In China for example, the income Gini coefficient has risen from 0.4 to 0.47 over the past decade. 
There is, however, a very important further distinction to be made here: income inequality is always 
vastly inferior to wealth inequality. This is simply because higher earners can accumulate wealth 
much faster and use this wealth to generate more wealth through investment. And no, forced 
income equality does nothing to help alleviate this trend. 

Sweden is perhaps the most striking example of the failure of wealth redistribution. This supposed 
socialist paradise has a very favourably low income Gini coefficient of 0.3, but a rather worrying 
wealth Gini coefficient of about 0.75. This is what socialism does: it forces productive people to turn 
to wealth accumulation (more investment) instead of wealth generation (greater production) in 
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order to earn the financial security they most definitely deserve. This simultaneously leads to greater 
wealth inequality and reduced aggregate production.  

It is therefore clear that the 2% per year increase in inflation-adjusted per-capita wealth is 
concentrated predominantly among those who are already wealthy and have the financial savvy to 
use their accumulated wealth to generate further wealth by getting hold of some valuable assets. It is 
therefore safe to say that the vast majority of world citizens (remember that the poorest 70% of the 
world population controls only 3.5% of the wealth) experiences no increase in wealth whatsoever.  

6.2.1.4 True wealth 
But we have one extra piece of bad news to get through. True wealth is not simply the inflation-
adjusted per-capita dollar amount. No, true wealth is actually the number of years that your 
accumulated wealth can support your lifestyle. It is this number and this number alone that 
determines your financial security. And it is this number that all of the guidelines given in this section 
will aim to increase.  

People can therefore increase their true wealth in two ways: increase their nominal dollar wealth or 
decrease their costs of living. In turn, the costs of living can be reduced in two ways: societal 
increases in the efficiency of production and personal decreases in the rate of consumption. None of 
these things are exactly rocket science, but judging by the actions of almost all members of the 
billion, society seems to be rather clueless about these simple principles of wealth accumulation.  

It really is very simple: increases in consumer spending (all the useless junk our consumerist society 
makes us buy) decrease true wealth while increases in investment spending (savings and 
investments) increase true wealth. It is very important to realize that savings and investment do not 
only increase true wealth because you now spend less than you earn. Nope, they also have 
numerous additional compounding advantages.  

Firstly, they allow you to develop a low maintenance lifestyle. It is very important to remember that a 
low maintenance lifestyle within our modern affluent society is still very comfortable and will cost 
you no happiness whatsoever. In fact, increased financial security, increased financial freedom, 
reduced clutter and that priceless mental freedom from the clutches of consumerism are all likely to 
make you significantly happier. The remainder of this action plan will propose many highly beneficial 
ways in which you can build an easily sustained, low maintenance lifestyle. 

Secondly, increased levels of personal savings and investment provide industry with the funds they 
require to innovate and increase the efficiency of production, thereby reducing the costs of living for 
all citizens and making everyone wealthier. It is incredibly important that we keep on making these 
improvements in production efficiency even as planetary boundaries close in. If the efficiency of 
production drops, global wealth will drop with it and the poor will suffer disproportionately.   

And thirdly, savings and investment have the potential to grow and build on your wealth with no 
further effort from your side. If you had invested just $5 per day in the stock market over the past 
three decades, you would have been a millionaire by now. This is good and fair because you would 
have contributed funds that you have earned through your labour to allow others to build up a 
productive asset (such as a company). If you hold shares in this company, part of this productive 
asset belongs to you and you rightfully share in the profits it generates and the increases in its value.  
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These factors can really compound quite spectacularly. A simple commitment to keep your 
consumption a fixed percentage below your income can get you a comfortable lifestyle that allows 
you to save at ever increasing rates as your income increases. These ever-increasing savings and 
investments can then accumulate through the magic of exponential growth in the hands of 
productive enterprise that uses it to increase the efficiency of production. If you have managed to 
truly escape the blight of consumerism by this stage, you will be able to decrease your expenditures 
even further thanks to the resulting decreases in the costs of living and thereby save and invest even 
more. And yes, the more you decrease your standard living expenditures, the more you increase your 
true wealth as measured in the number of years that your accumulated wealth can sustain your 
lifestyle. 

By using this incredible compounding machine for wealth generation, anyone can accumulate 
sufficient wealth to retire comfortably, no matter what their income is. This is a fact: as long as you 
manage to spend less than you earn, you have the capability to achieve complete financial freedom 
over the course of your career.  

6.2.1.5 The importance of true wealth 
We have already seen that the inflation-adjusted per-capita wealth of the vast majority of the planet 
is most probably not rising due to the massive wealth inequality within our global civilization. We 
have established, however, that the average inflation-adjusted per-capita wealth is at least increasing 
by around 2% per year. But what about true wealth? 

In order to establish whether true wealth has increased or decreased, we have to establish whether 
average nominal wealth has increased faster or slower than the maintenance costs of an average 
lifestyle. If the yearly expenditures of the world increase faster than the rate at which the world 
accumulates wealth, it implies that the number of comfortable years that the world can live off its 
accumulated wealth (in retirement for example) decreases with time.  

Unfortunately, this is indeed the case. Increases in global GDP offer a good indication of increases in 
consumer spending and general lifestyle expenditures. Per capita GDP increased by about 3% per 
year over the past decade, implying that our lifestyles are becoming more lavish at a faster rate than 
our wealth is accumulating and our true wealth is therefore gradually decreasing.  

If you combine this gradual global decrease in true wealth with the massive wealth inequality (the 
top 0.5% of the population controls 40% of the wealth and the bottom 70% controls only 3.5%), you 
can easily see why we are in an economic crisis. The vast majority of the world is increasing its 
consumption at a rate significantly higher than the rate at which it is accumulating wealth, implying 
that this result is nothing but a manifestation of our good old consumption/creation imbalance. The 
poor and the middle class have used borrowed money to increase their consumption even to the 
point where they end up with negative wealth (more debt than assets) while most of this borrowed 
money that they spent so merrily has found its way into the pockets of the elite who know how to 
work the system. Thus, while it is safe to say that the true wealth of the top 1% (who probably 
controls more than half of the world's total wealth) is still increasing quite rapidly, the true wealth of 
the remaining 99% is decreasing at a rather alarming rate.  

I hope you will agree that we urgently need to reverse this trend, especially now that planetary 
boundaries are closing in. Unfortunately, we have seen that the very real effect of planetary 
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boundaries will be to reduce wealth across the board through increases in the costs of living (price 
inflation). True wealth is already falling for the vast majority of world citizens and planetary 
boundaries will therefore only aggravate this already very serious situation. We simply cannot afford 
this.  

Luckily, pushing up your true wealth is quite laughably easy. The complete secret to true wealth 
accumulation is a full ten words long. Let's take a look.   

6.2.2 The ten word secret 
Yep, you have heard this magical ten word secret before: spend less than you earn and save/invest 
the difference. No rocket science, only the seemingly insurmountable challenges posed by human 
nature and our culture of consumerism.  

The trouble that humanity has with spending less than it earns is so famous that there is even a law 
describing it: Parkinson's Law. Generally speaking, this law states that the demand upon a resource 
tends to expand to match the supply of the resource. When applied to personal finances, Parkinson's 
Law simply states that expenses rise to match income. Thus, no matter how much the average 
person earns, he will always find a way to spend it all (plus a little bit extra if you look at the state of 
finances in the developed world today). 

It is therefore quite clear that the human race will never have enough. We will never reach that 
elusive state of "happiness through consumption" that we all seem to be chasing, no matter how 
much we spend. There really is no rational reason for continuously increasing consumption (and with 
it our carbon and ecological footprints) while chasing this myth. Think of the Happy Planet Index. 
Take pride in your happiness efficiency and evolve your understanding beyond this primitive yearning 
for perpetually increasing consumption.   

So, let's do just that. Let's set up an environment where Parkinson's Law is violated completely 
automatically. It really is very quick and easy – so quick and easy that you can do it in a single day. 
What's more, I can guarantee that it will not make you any less happy. In fact, in the long run, it will 
make you a lot happier and a lot more secure. 

It is done like this: First and foremost, decide on how much of your income you can save (this should 
be at least 10%, preferably 20%). If you think there is just no way in which you can live without this 
10%, do it anyway. You can always undo these changes at a later stage if this terrible 10% 
depravation has you begging on the sidewalk, but whatever you do, please give this an honest try. 
Think of those inspirational quadriplegics. I'm sure you will be quite surprised at how easily you can 
live within this slightly altered (10% smaller) environment.  

Whatever percentage you save must be automatically deducted from your paycheque as soon as it 
comes in, thereby artificially reducing your spendable income and fooling Parkinson's Law. This 
automatic deduction is absolutely crucial. As far as your spending is concerned, it must be as if this 
10% was never even there. Only in this way can you permanently alter your spending environment.  

It is mostly recommended that you distribute these savings in three buckets: your retirement bucket, 
your emergency and dream bucket, and your growth bucket. The distribution between these buckets 
will be determined your specific situation. You don't even have to choose this specific saving strategy 
and are free to make up any bucket-combination that might strike your fancy – just as long as at least 
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10% of your monthly income finds its way into some bucket or another. The principle objective of 
this exercise is to make you spend less than you earn. 

The first two buckets normally reside in your local bank; one long-term savings account and one 
standard savings account. The long-term savings account will be aimed at your retirement. No matter 
how old you are, you must begin saving now. Government retirement funds alone will most certainly 
not be enough to grant you a comfortable and trouble-free retirement. Sure, the interest rate on this 
account will probably just be in line with inflation, but that doesn't matter. The most important thing 
is that you continuously consume less value than you create throughout your working life so that you 
can retire with a healthy positive life balance sheet. Only in this way can you retire comfortably with 
the knowledge that you made a positive contribution to society.  

The second account (standard savings account) is for emergencies and eventually also for some 
larger "dream" purchases. The rule is that this account must always contain enough money to sustain 
you and your family for at least six months (preferably a year). You can use any surplus for other 
things, but it is very important that you and your family have this resilience and security. Bad things 
happen. They might even happen to you one day. It is very important that such bad experiences are 
not compounded by financial woes as well.  

You should also ask your bank about any special savings options that they might offer. Some banks 
offer accounts with special benefits for specific purposes such as saving for a home or for your 
children's education. At the moment, I have this very nice savings account especially for a future 
home down-payment which offers a very attractive interest rate as well as a very nice tax break. 

Your third and final bucket, the growth bucket, will typically reside with a specialized investment 
firm. Such firms employ a team of experts who take your money and invest it in stocks and bonds 
and all of that other stuff that can sound like pure gambling to normal people. In order to survive in 
the stock market, one has to invest lots of time and money to get to know the system and research 
the companies whose stocks you plan to trade. Unless you are a stock-broker, however, there is 
absolutely no logical reason for you to do this yourself. Just like a plumber or a carpet cleaner or an 
electrician, you can hire a stock-broker to render you this specialized service at a small fee. Then you 
can confidently hand your money over to this expert and proceed to simply forget about it.  

This art of forgetting is very important for two reasons: regularly checking the performance of your 
fund can be very stressful and distracting, and such funds are mostly only really rewarding in the long 
term. You can be sure that your funds will move up and down with the market and spend quite a lot 
of time heading downwards, but in the long run, medium risk funds deliver around 10% per year 
(implying that a 24 year investment would grow by a pretty sweet factor of 10). 

Regardless of how you choose to structure your growth bucket, it will serve different purposes 
depending on your age. If you are above 40 and decide to begin your growth bucket now, it will 
essentially be a higher risk retirement bucket. If it comes off, you'll retire wealthy, and if not, you still 
have your retirement bucket. If you are younger, this fund can be used as a higher risk dream bucket, 
perhaps helping you to buy your dream home a few years earlier than planned. Also, if you have 
young children, you should really consider opening such a fund in their names. A medium risk fund 
which has been growing throughout their childhood can really give your children a very good kick 
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start in adult life (this is of course assuming that you gave them a good education in personal 
finances so they don't just blow it all as soon as they get their hands on it).  

One final and very important point: As your income rises, you should strive to violate Parkinson's Law 
to larger and larger degrees by adjusting your automatic deductions so that your expenses rise 
slower than your income. Set a reminder somewhere to do this once a year. It may very well turn out 
to be the most important hour of every year of the rest of your life.  

6.2.3 Invest in the earth 
If you really want to be a star, however, you can put some more thought into your growth bucket. 
The reason is simple: if you do this right, both you and the world will benefit – a true symbiotic 
relationship between you and Mother Nature. Indeed, investments represent a very direct way for 
the billion to undo their debt-based over-consumption. We should grab this opportunity with both 
hands.  

Whereas a loan allows for value consumption on a promise of future human labour, an investment 
does the exact opposite: it invests completed human labour on a promise of future value creation. In 
other words, the person doing the investment has earned the money already by delivering goods or 
services to others and now invests this money in a specific company on the assumption that the 
company will grow and with it the value of the investment. Where excessive debt has totally crippled 
our bloated consumerist economy, investment is a surefire way to get it back in shape and roaring 
along in no time.  

Indeed, your small investment can go a long way towards helping various companies create the value 
we so desperately need. Selling public shares on the stock market is the best way in which companies 
can raise capital without having to pay interest on any loans. Also, since a public company is owned 
by many different shareholders, the risks are well distributed and everyone has only limited liability if 
things go bad. Therefore, going public is a very attractive option for small private companies which 
have proven themselves capable of adding value and want to start growing rapidly.  

For this mutually beneficial relationship to come into being, however, people have to be willing to 
buy shares in the company, implying that they must have confidence that investments in this 
company will pay off in terms of dividends (a share of company profits) and/or capital gains (the sale 
of shares at a higher price than it was bought for). If they do a good job, public companies can go into 
a benevolent cycle where their excellent performance attracts many investors, attracting a lot of 
capital to the company which can be used to expand production, make further profits and attract 
more investors.  

As mentioned before, the world has to create tremendous amounts of value in very specific market 
sectors if we are to successfully navigate the 21st century. By means of the stock market, the billion 
can play a major role in making this happen by simply making more investments in general and 
focussing especially on the green economy.  

As more people start investing, more capital will become available to growing companies, allowing 
them to increase efficiency and lift the rate at which they can create value. This is a very direct way in 
which the billion can contribute directly to the massive quantities of value that we have to create 
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within the next few decades. And the nice thing is that investing in a sound company is a win-win 
situation – more value is created and you get a share of the profits.  

However, the most direct way to save the world is through investments in the green economy, 
especially renewable energy. Governments, and especially the governments of rich countries, are 
doing a truly appalling job of stimulating growth in these crucial industries and it is therefore up to 
private investors to get things moving along. As mentioned before, one of the primary problems with 
renewable energy is the tremendous up-front capital and energy investments required for 
infrastructure and RD&D. The renewable energy sector will therefore develop very slowly unless we 
provide it with a strong capital injection.  

Now again, I'm definitely not suggesting that you try and do this on your own (unless you are an 
experienced stock trader of course). By far the safest and most time efficient way for us normal folks 
to invest is through an investment firm or some established funds offered by your local bank. Specific 
funds focussed on the green economy are already established and you will definitely find one if you 
look for long enough. Make a renewable energy fund part of your growth bucket. It is the right thing 
to do.  

That being said; it is not advised to dedicate your entire growth bucket to renewables. They are still 
not all that well established and, in our short-sighted world, they tend to be the first thing to go 
when times get tough. Such funds are therefore usually quite risky. Also, it is definitely advised that 
you commit for the long term. When buying long term stocks, the thing to look for is whether 
demand for the product produced by any given company will grow over time. As demand increases, 
prices go up, profits go up and rapid growth ensues. The nice thing about renewables is that demand 
is all but guaranteed to go up in coming decades, simply because the world will have no other choice 
as non-renewable resources start running out and become more and more difficult to extract. 
Getting some money into renewable energy now at the start of this projected rapid growth phase 
can therefore be a very wise long term investment. 

Setting this up will take only a few hours of your valuable time and form a crucial part of your 
environment for automatically healthy personal finances. And, as an added bonus, you can play a 
very direct part in saving the world. It is therefore highly recommended that you get this done.  

6.2.4 Safeguard your financial future 
The degree of uncertainty in our global economy today can be pretty intimidating and this puts the 
mindset of any financially responsible individual into super-conservative mode. You therefore need 
to take additional steps to make sure that you can protect and build on your wealth even if our global 
economy hits some turbulence at a scale never before experienced in human history. We will look at 
two investments that can help you do this: precious metals and yourself.  

6.2.4.1 Precious metals 
One of the primary reasons why the rich are perpetually getting richer is because they know how to 
play an economic downturn. Because they worry more about their wealth than about the latest 
movie, sports score or TV series, they are always a year or two ahead of the crowd when it comes to 
crucial economic information. Using this information, they can realign their portfolios in a much 
more conservative manner just before a bust, wait for every higher risk fund to plummet and hit rock 
bottom and then buy those funds for next-to-nothing just as they start growing again. 
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I don't like this at all because it facilitates a massive wealth transfer by means of pure speculation 
and zero value creation. The super-rich (good speculators) are transferring wealth to themselves 
from the middle class (poor speculators) using nothing but accurate financial information. 
Unfortunately, there is not much we can do about this. These are the rules of the game, whether we 
like them or not, and trying to break these rules will only end in financial misery. You would therefore 
do well to follow the lead of the super-rich and safeguard your wealth against the highly turbulent 
times ahead.   

The conservative holding currently receiving the most attention is precious metals. People buy 
precious metals (gold in particular) in times of great economic uncertainty for one reason: preserving 
their purchasing power. Precious metals are the ultimate store of value because their value is 
intrinsic and not institutional. Gold gets its intrinsic value from the simple fact that it is rare and 
everlasting, thereby making it the perfect medium for storing and exchanging value.  

On the other hand, our paper currencies of today have virtually zero intrinsic value because, well, 
they are made of common paper. Actually, because of fractional banking (the mechanism by which 
money is magically loaned into existence), most of our money nowadays is actually nothing more 
than numbers on a computer at the bank (which of course has absolutely zero intrinsic value). The 
little pieces of paper and the numbers on the banks' computers only have a high purchasing power 
because some authoritative institution said so. Now if something really bad were to happen to that 
institution (simultaneous attack from five global crises for example), the paper currency would return 
to its intrinsic value (zero) and all wealth held in this currency would evaporate. You definitely do not 
want this to happen to you.  

Due to the obvious pickle that our fiat paper currency system has left us in there is serious talk 
nowadays of an eventual return to a gold/silver monetary standard. This will probably not happen 
any time soon, but if it happens, you really want to be prepared. The fact is that there is only enough 
investment-grade gold in the world to give every person about a third of an ounce. Nowadays, you 
can buy this for a little more than $500. Thus, if you hold a significant portion of your portfolio – say 
$50000 – in gold, you will own 100 times more than the global average. If the world returns to a gold 
standard, this will put you in a very strong position. 

As more people realize this and become increasingly concerned about the future of our current 
economic model, the demand for gold will rise sharply and with it, the price. In fact, the price of gold 
has quadrupled over the past decade; partly due to investors seeking security but actually mostly 
because of rapid paper currency devaluation. Most experts predict that even greater rises are on the 
cards now that more and more people are becoming sceptical about our fundamentally flawed 
monetary system.  

In reality, even though the gold price has risen tremendously over the past decade, this increase has 
simply been a reflection of the rapidly increasing money supply (debasement of paper currencies). 
Throughout this meteoric rise, the ratio of the total value of gold to the total money supply has 
remained relatively constant at around 0.05 (implying that about 5% of the money supply is held in 
gold). The gold price simply increased with the money supply and the great performance of gold over 
the past decade is just another one of the many illusions created by inflation.       



 

123 
 

To get an absolute upper ceiling gold price, we can divide the total global wealth (roughly 250 trillion 
dollars) by the total amount of investment-grade gold (roughly 2.5 billion ounces) on the assumption 
that the world converts totally to the gold standard again. The resulting price is $100000 per ounce – 
about 60 times greater than the current price. It is therefore clear that there is room for significant 
further rises in the gold price. 

You would therefore do well to hedge your bets by diversifying your investments to include a 
significant percentage (around 10%) of precious metals. This is a good idea because gold and silver 
always do really well when stocks go down and investors seek a safe haven to safeguard their wealth. 
In this way you will always have at least one part of your portfolio doing well under any market 
circumstances.  

It would be best if you can get hold of some real gold and silver – not just exchange traded funds 
where you own only a claim and no real metals. Exchange traded funds work on a fractional system 
(just like banking) where the actual physical reserves are much smaller than the claims on those 
reserves. These funds work on the assumption that there will never be a situation where everyone 
wants to withdraw their gold at the same time, but in these times of great economic uncertainty, this 
assumption is becoming increasingly suspect.  

By far the safest way of investing in precious metals is by owning actual bars and coins. Many people 
are doing this already and a number of online services have emerged to make this process easier (see 
Goldmoney.com for example). These services allow you to buy real gold and silver without having to 
worry about storage and security because the company stores your precious metals for you (at a fee 
which is much smaller than inflation). You can hold on to your real precious metals for as long as you 
want and sell them or have them shipped to you whenever you see fit.  

Buying precious metals is very safe in the long term and can also give very good returns, making it 
seem like the perfect investment. There is one snag though; your wealth just sits in a vault 
somewhere and gathers dust and cannot be used to enable the creation of the massive amount of 
value that the world so desperately needs. If people do this on a large enough scale, the world will 
simply not be able to finance the massive societal revamp we need in the 21st century.  

In essence, investing in gold is like burying your savings in a secret location in your back garden. Since 
the amount of gold on earth is finite and it is safe to assume that the amount of goods and services 
on earth will increase with time, you can be sure that you will be able to dig it up at some later time 
and buy more goods and services with it then than you can now. However, while it is in the ground, it 
naturally cannot finance any productive endeavours and the total economy is poorer because of this.  

For this reason it is recommended that you still keep the majority of your wealth in savings and the 
stock market where it can finance the vital societal restructuring that we so desperately need. 
Precious metals should be an insurance policy. Nothing more.  

6.2.4.2 Yourself 
An investment in yourself is the safest and wisest investment you can ever make – no doubt about it. 
Such an investment can come in many forms: education, skills, environment, health, reputation, 
goodwill or consumption habits. Let's briefly run through these options.  
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Your education, skillset and environment represent your earning power. If you are to flourish in an 
exchange economy, it is absolutely essential that you can very efficiently provide a product or service 
that is in high demand. Acquiring the education and skills and setting up the ideal environment 
required to produce essential products or services (food, energy, education etc.) would therefore be 
a wise and conservative move simply because the world will need these things until the end of time. 
Someone who has made such an investment will always be able to exchange her labour for the goods 
and services offered by others, no matter what happens to the economy.  

Your health, reputation and supply of goodwill are more representative of your income security. If 
you are in excellent health, have worked long and hard to build up a highly favourable reputation and 
have earned the goodwill of many friends along the way, your services will always be in demand, no 
matter where the economy stands. It can be highly inspirational to see every day at work as an 
investment into your income security. If you perform really well and make yourself indispensable to 
your organization you will keep your job even through tough times and always be in the position to 
build on your wealth.  

The final constituent of your investment in yourself (and perhaps the most important one) is your 
consumption habits. As mentioned before, your true wealth is the number of year that your 
accumulated wealth can sustain your current lifestyle. It is this number that is important both for 
retirement and for your emergency bucket. Naturally, the more modest your consumption habits 
are, the greater the number of comfortable years that you can get out of your total wealth and the 
greater the rate at which you can accumulate further wealth.  

Investing time and money into intelligently reducing your consumption can be highly profitable. Also 
keep in mind that your consumption habits do not change overnight. If you think that you will 
suddenly be able to cut your consumption in half if times get tough, you would be gravely mistaken. 
People have proven throughout the ages that we do not downgrade easily and painlessly. However, 
if you implement only a few of the guidelines in this writing to construct for yourself an environment 
where your consumption is naturally and significantly reduced (without costing you any happiness), 
you will suddenly increase your wealth (number of comfortable years) significantly. And, just as an 
added bonus, you will do your little bit to save the planet.  

6.2.5 Borrow responsibly 
From everything that you've read thus far, it might look like I'm not very fond of loans. Quite the 
opposite really – I think loans are great and have an essential part to play in building our society. A 
loan is often the only way in which you can assemble the capital needed to get the idea in your head 
out into the real world. We need to get many great ideas out into the real world if we are to save it. 

Loans can be broadly divided into two categories: investment loans and consumer loans. Investment 
loans are fantastic, but, on the contrary, consumer loans have to qualify as the scum of the earth. 
Let's just deal with this scum first just to get it over and done with. After that we will take a look at 
how you can use investment loans as an essential part of your automatic personal finance 
environment. 

6.2.5.1 Consumer loans 
A consumer loan is money that you borrow to buy something that offers no return on investment. 
Buying a TV, some furniture or even a car on credit qualifies as a consumer loan. Yes, the money you 
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borrow to buy a car is a consumer loan. A car is certainly not an investment unless having one is 
absolutely essential for you to do your job (perhaps you are a racing driver or a door-to-door 
salesman). 

To know if something qualifies as a consumer or an investment loan, asks yourself this question: Will 
this item increase my ability to create value with an amount greater than the interest payments on 
the loan? The really sad part is that most consumer loans taken out for TVs, cars and the like will only 
decrease your ability to add value (a fantastic TV is likely to turn you into an even larger couch 
potato) and increase your value consumption (the new car you bought using a consumer loan will 
cost you $8000 a year to maintain and pay off). These loans therefore have the complete opposite 
effect of that which we are looking for. They grant us the power to consume value that we have not 
yet earned through an equivalent amount of value creation and often further increase our rate of 
value consumption. They are truly evil and are responsible for a lot of economic woes plaguing 
developed countries today. 

Thus, the first constituent of your automatic loan environment is to never ever take out a consumer 
loan. Unless you are still a five year old kid you're probably mature enough to realise that you cannot 
instantly have everything that you want. This is just not the way the world works. You have to first 
earn the money with which to by a consumer product before you can have it, in effect ensuring that 
you create as much or more value than you consume. The world of consumer loans, however, has 
turned all of us back into five year old kids, firmly believing that we can have everything we want 
right now with no thought of tomorrow. You're not a five year old kid anymore. Grow up. 

6.2.5.2 Home loans 
Okay, now with that bit of idiotism out of the way, we can move on to the good guys – investment 
loans. The most common investment loan that people take out is a home loan. However, this has to 
be done responsibly (unlike our American friends in 2007/2008) so that your investment does not 
turn into a value-sucking disaster. 

The first thing to estimate is whether your home loan will really qualify as an investment loan. 
Remember the old definition: it must add more value to your life than the value of the interest 
payments. A very important point to keep in mind here (one that we will talk about later) is that 
buying a home can often greatly increase your value consumption, especially if you are moving to a 
larger home. We will leave this here for now, but be very sure that you take this into account. 

A home loan can therefore only qualify as an investment loan if the projected long-term price 
increase (adjusted for inflation) plus any financial benefits of smartly selecting this home (which we 
will also talk about later) are greater than the interest payments and the increases in miscellaneous 
consumption created by the home. Please take the time to crunch these numbers before you take 
out a home loan. If the loan is not an investment loan, it is a consumer loan and, as we established 
before, consumer loans are pure evil. Make very sure that your home loan does not turn into a 
consumer loan. 

The next (rather obvious) thing that people tend to forget is to honestly evaluate whether they can 
actually afford the loan. Even if the loan might qualify as an investment loan, you still might not be 
able to afford it. Please note that you will only realize the investment you made in this home (convert 
the value increase of your home into cash) when you sell the home. For all the years preceding the 
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sale, it will contribute a big fat zero to your cash flow. On the other hand, the loan repayments and 
increases in consumption will make very real (negative) contributions to your cash flow. If you cannot 
generate the substantial surpluses needed to cover these additional expenses while your investment 
grows, chances are that you will have to eventually default on the loan, lose your investment and live 
with the shame of having worsened the value consumption/creation crisis, causing inflation and 
making life just a little bit harder for yourself and everyone around you. 

If I were a bank, I would only give home loans to people who have demonstrated that they can 
consistently generate monthly surpluses significantly greater than the monthly payments that would 
be required by the home loan. Someone who consistently saves a significant portion of her income is 
in effect building up credit with her bank by effectively proving that she is creditworthy. Banks look 
for creditworthy individuals that they can invest in. A loan to a truly creditworthy individual will 
always be paid back with interest, thereby also making a clean profit for the bank.  

Unfortunately, there are very few creditworthy individuals within our society. When most of us take 
out a home loan, we are already living from hand to mouth and have not demonstrated our 
creditworthiness by means of consistent saving over a long period of time. By taking out a home 
loan, such individuals effectively assume that they will cut back on their expenditures in order to 
cover the additional costs of the monthly loan payments (and they never even think of the significant 
increases in consumption often caused by a new home). Our minds do not work this way, however, 
and, while we are experts at increasing our consumption, we find it very hard to consume less than 
we are used to. This inevitably leads to greater expenditures than income and an eventual default. 

The creditworthy individual who, for an extended period of time, has been saving more money per 
month than that which would be required make the monthly loan payments, will not need to make 
any lifestyle changes once the home loan is taken out. She can simply live like she used to, merely 
diverting some of the funds that she used to save into home loan payments (the non-interest part 
essentially also being a form of saving). This is a characteristic that any responsible bank looks for. An 
individual who would be able to make monthly loan payments without having to make any lifestyle 
changes is a good and very safe investment. On the other hand, an individual who would have to cut 
down on expenditures in order to meet loan repayment obligations is a very risky investment.  

So, if you're planning on buying a home, first establish a creditworthy reputation with your bank by 
saving regularly and then select a home in such a way that will ensure that the loan you take out will 
be an investment loan and not a consumption loan. If you do these things, your home can be a truly 
profitable and completely worry-free investment. 

This responsible way of buying a home might sound like a lot of effort and an annoyingly long wait, 
but if you do it right, it does not need to be either of these things. Directly after I finished university 
in South Africa, I moved to Norway with nothing but a suitcase and a solid job offer. For the first two 
years in Norway I did not make any significant changes to the student lifestyle that I was used to 
(although I have to admit this was mostly because of the crazy Norwegian prices). Naturally, now that 
I was making some real money, this allowed me save a lot – more than half of my income in fact. 
After only two years of living like a student on a working salary, I had accumulated enough savings 
and creditworthiness to easily get a home loan for 90% of the purchase price, leaving more than 
enough money over for furnishing my new flat without even touching any of my other investments.  
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Therefore, depending on your situation, doing this right does not need to take a lot of time. If you're 
single and have a well-paying job, you can easily get your dream flat in two years. Naturally, if you 
have a family to support or a relatively low income, you will have to wait longer, but perhaps not 
quite as long as you might think. Just be patient and consistently apply the ten word secret. Good 
things come to those who wait.  

As you have probably gathered by now, everything about buying a home revolves around saving. 
Substantial savings are essential for making the initial down payment required by all responsible 
lenders, furnishing your new home and covering all of those other expenses that are sure to pop up, 
but, even more importantly, the lifestyle habits that you had to form in order to allow you to save 
consistently over a long period of time grant you creditworthiness. Banks will fall over themselves to 
offer loans to truly creditworthy individuals. Becoming one of these highly sought after individuals is 
a very wise move indeed. 

6.2.5.3 Business loans 
The most direct way of creating value is by starting your own business. As a business owner, the 
value you create is very tightly linked to the amount of money that you make. If you work for 
someone else, however, the relationship between the value you create the money you make is often 
distorted by various factors. If you are truly competent and hard-working therefore, you will be able 
to create more value for the world through your own business than by working for someone else. 

In order to start your own business, you will inevitably need some capital which you will mostly get in 
the form of a business loan. Naturally, a business loan qualifies as an investment loan because you 
definitely plan to make far more money through this business than you need to make the monthly 
payments on the loan. Before you start, however, you have to very honestly evaluate the likelihood 
that this will be the case and be sure that you have identified all the risks involved. 

Once you're sure that your business venture is a good idea, you can go about getting the loan. When 
applying for your first business loan, the loan officer will not only evaluate your creditworthiness, but 
also your reputation. He will do this simply because the wants to see whether you are a good 
investment (whether there is a very high likelihood that you will pay the loan back with interest, 
thereby making a profit for the bank). If you are creditworthy, he can be reasonably sure that you will 
make the monthly payments. If you are very strong CV and positive references from respected 
personalities in your field, he can be reasonably sure that your business will be a success in which 
case the loan will definitely be paid back. Therefore, if you are both creditworthy and have a strong 
reputation, your chances of getting the loan at a favourable interest rate are quite high. 

As with all things, however, patience is a virtue. Be prepared to start slow. Keep your day job (at least 
part-time) so that you have a source of income in case things do not turn out as you planned. Show 
that you're willing to under-consume during the start-up phase of the business in order to make sure 
that you get the business off the ground while meeting your monthly loan payments. You can also 
offer some of your assets as collateral for the loan (basically saying that the bank can take your stuff 
if you default on the loan). This not only makes the transaction more secure from the bank's point of 
view, but also proves that you are serious about this and confident in your own ability to make a 
substantial profit and pay back the loan with interest.  
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Be sure that you can present a solid business plan and a projected budget for the first few years to 
the loan officer. Identify all the risks involved and discuss how you plan to minimise them. Everything 
that you do should demonstrate to the loan officer that you are a very low risk investment and that 
the chances of you defaulting on this loan are virtually zero. If your creditworthiness, reputation and 
business plan are sound, no bank will deny you a reasonable loan. 

If you want to save the world, you should use this loan to provide society with goods or services that 
will truly better their lives, not just simply give them further useless items to unthinkingly consume. 
Anything within the green economy or sustainable living will be a fantastic choice. We really need a 
large number of businesses which can bring private renewable energy solutions, home energy and 
water efficiency, small electric cars and bicycles, effective reuse and recycling solutions, personal 
development, further education and tutoring, sound financial guidance, grocery delivery services and 
organically grown local produce to individual members of the billion. The sad truth is that, at the 
moment, it is simply way too much effort to get your hands on these things. This is a major problem, 
a problem that we need to address ASAP. Small business has a very important role to play in this 
regard. 

Remember that business is only good when there is a big demand for your product or service. 
Demand for renewable energy and sustainable produce must go up in the future, not only because it 
is the right thing to do, but mostly because we will have no choice as demand keeps increasing and 
we keep on crossing fixed planetary boundaries. As we approach peak oil and carbon taxes are 
eventually enforced, renewables will make economic sense in addition to the obvious logical and 
moral sense they already make. And as world demand for all consumables keeps increasing 
exponentially and our natural systems start bucking under the pressure, a great demand for 
sustainable goods and services is sure to arise.  

If you have the particular set of skills and the drive required to start a business in this field, it is highly 
recommended that you do so. It will be a great service to the planet with the added bonus of making 
you rich in the long term. Remember, we have to take renewables and sustainability to the people. 
Buying a solar panel must be as easy as buying a TV, the public must be made aware of the health, 
environmental and economic benefits of a simple electric bicycle, and green produce must begin 
dominating the selection at the local supermarket. There is no reason why this cannot happen. It's 
just that not enough people have taken the initiative as of yet.  

6.2.5.4 Other investment loans 
There are many other examples of investment loans that you can make. A lot of these have to do 
with home renewable energy sources and energy and water saving devices. As we will discuss later, 
these devices not only help save the planet, they also continuously save you money on utility bills 
which you can use to pay off the loan. Most of these devices pay for themselves in a decade or less, 
after which you and the planet smile all the way to the bank.  

For all the entrepreneurs out there, this seems like a very good and easily marketable business 
opportunity; renewables, installation and financing in one convenient package. Pitch up at 
someone's front door, offer to put up a complete system (solar water heater, solar or wind power 
generator, simple water saving devices and a rainwater harvesting system) for something in the 
range of $30000, all of which can be financed over 20 years, requiring monthly payments of around 
$230. Let them know that they will save roughly $90 per month on electricity, $70 on water and (in 
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the US at least) a whopping 30% on the price of the electricity system in tax breaks, implying that 
they might actually profit immediately from this deal. And, best of all, tell them that your company 
will take care of everything (selection, procurement, installation, financing and maintenance) and all 
that they have to do is sign some papers.  

Wow, now wouldn't that be a breath of fresh air – a door-to-door salesman selling us something that 
we actually need. But hey, you don't have to wait for a door-to-door salesman to put up your 
renewable energy system. Take the initiative. Do it yourself. Save money and save the planet. A later 
section in this work will give you all the information you need to get started.  

I'm sure you will be able to think of other examples of possible investment loans from your own 
personal situation, but please, I beg of you; avoid consumer loans at all costs. They are an important 
driver of the environmental, retirement and credit crises and can lead to serious personal financial 
troubles. Really, they are not worth it. Don't take one even if it is given to you on a silver platter.  

6.2.5.5 A new world order 
Please permit me to go on a little fantasy flight here at the end of this section. If I were president for 
a day, I would immediately pass three simple laws which would solve every single one of our crises 
simultaneously. My miracle laws look like this: 

• Consumer loans are totally banned from the face of this earth. 
• Investment loans can only be given to people who have demonstrated true creditworthiness 

for a period of at least two years (true creditworthiness is when a person will be able to 
make payments on the loan without any change in lifestyle whatsoever). 

• Loans for debt leveraging are declared completely illegal. A person can only take out an 
investment loan on a physical asset which they will use themselves or on a business venture 
that they will operate themselves.  

These simple laws will save the world for three simple reasons: They will instantly stop our 
consumerism (no consumer loans or cheap loans on oversized houses), they will stimulate savings 
and investment (in order to demonstrate the creditworthiness needed to get an investment loan) 
and they will discourage speculation in favour of production (by taking away the mechanism by 
which people can make millions of dollars though pure speculation and zero value creation).  

The end of consumerism will instantly start to mitigate each and every one of our five crises, our 
increasing savings and investment will heal our economy and provide the massive funds required to 
totally revamp our civilization and the end of debt leveraging will quite simply make the world honest 
again (only those who add massive value to the lives of others can get rich).  

Our financial system really is the central controlling factor. The one we have now will destroy our 
society for one simple reason: cheap credit brings out the very worst in human nature. We seriously 
need to get ourselves a new one that is a little more compatible with the way our brains are wired.  

But on that topic; let's move on to our third cornerstone: mental control. 

6.3 The third cornerstone: Mental control 
OK, this will be the last cornerstone of our apparently triangle-shaped sustainable living fortress. If 
you have the first and second cornerstones of good health and solid personal finances, you can go a 
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long way, but chances are that you will have some serious problems laying those first cornerstones 
without having this last one firmly in place already. Indeed, this final cornerstone is about using your 
brain. Your brain controls everything you do and getting full control of this wonderful biological 
computer between your ears is a prerequisite towards saving the world.   

Just a word of caution here at the start: If you are not really into all of this deep "thinking about 
thinking" stuff, you might want to skip this section. It is very true that you can think too much and 
end up negatively affecting your performance and happiness. If your brain performs well for you 
already without much effort from your side, you might be totally fine in this area. However, if you 
enjoy thinking about thinking, these next few pages might interest you. Although thinking is an 
extremely fuzzy science, I have found the theories described in this section to be very helpful in 
getting control over my brain and directing it to actually do what I want it to do. Well, most of the 
time anyway…  

6.3.1 The primitive brain 
The basic problem is that the human brain is still very much the same human brain that it was long 
before the industrial revolution. Since then, our world has changed immeasurably, but our brains 
have stayed the same, perhaps even dropping a few IQ points along the way. And yes, our collection 
of impending crises is merely a natural side effect of assembling several billion relatively primitive 
human brains in a highly advanced, but distinctly finite world.  

This is a big statement to make; basically saying that we are all still cavemen caught in a jungle very 
different from the ones our brains evolved in. I think it explains a lot of what we see around us 
though. Take a look and see what you make of it.  

As I see it, the problem begins with the basic mission of our caveman brains: gaining instant pleasure 
and avoiding instant pain. In the good old days, this drove us to gather food, build shelter, procreate 
and defend our tribe against wild animals. Back then it was certainly a good thing. We would not be 
here today if it wasn't for this instinctive drive. In today's world, however, this primitive mental 
hardware is terribly out of date and can have some serious consequences when allowed to run free 
in this vastly different environment.  

But first of all; how did we manage to create this incredibly complex society with this outdated 
mental hardware of ours? Two things: the scientific method and fossil fuels. The tremendous labour 
capacity of fossil fuels has been discussed already and I hope you agree that without it we would 
probably still be staying in wooden huts and travelling on horseback right about now. All of this 
tremendous fossil fuel slave labour would have been useless, however, had it not been for the 
scientific method.  

Basically, the scientific method arose when humans really started paying attention to the behaviour 
of Mother Nature, realized that they can describe her behaviour by means of hypotheses, use these 
hypotheses to make predictions of how she might behave and, if these hypotheses performed well 
over a wide range of tests, formulate a formal theory and communicate this theory to many other 
people. Quite unlike most other females, our forefathers found the behaviour of Mother Nature to 
be quite predictable and, with the help of trillions of fossil fuel slaves, we have used this predictive 
power to rapidly advance our society. 
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Our caveman brains loved this. Through all of this progress, we made the acquisition of instant 
pleasure and the avoidance of instant pain very easy for ourselves. But this is where the problem 
comes in: the human brain's perception of pleasure and pain is just that – a perception. And this 
perception shifts as instant pleasure becomes increasingly available and instant pain becomes a 
distant memory. A few centuries ago instant pleasure was found in eating a half cooked antelope leg 
every week, driving us to hunt. Nowadays instant pleasure is found in consuming tremendous 
quantities of everything under the sun, driving us to shop. Our innovations have given us access to 
quantities of instant pleasure that our forefathers could only dream about, but our brains have 
simply shifted the bar higher, forever keeping that instant pleasure just out of reach, forever driving 
us forward.  

Consumption is perhaps the most primitive source of instant pleasure and, as consumables become 
increasingly available, our caveman brains will simply drive us to consume more and more, 
constantly chasing this instant pleasure carrot held just in front of our noses. However, over-
consumption has also led to new sources of instant pain such as financial troubles, obesity and 
degenerative disease, but, since these sources of pain are less instant than the pleasure from the 
consumption itself, we keep on indulging.  

This incredible pull of consumerism has been graphically illustrated by the extraordinarily healthy 
societies mentioned earlier. As soon as the west with all of its wonderful sweet and shiny things 
infiltrated these secluded communities, the younger members of these communities unanimously 
abandoned their traditional ways and embraced consumerism. In Okinawa for example, massive 
American military presence has brought with it everything that is American. Okinawan youths now 
spend their days hanging out in malls, smoking and munching on hamburgers. The natural result is 
skyrocketing levels of obesity and degenerative disease. And yes, probably the saddest thing is that 
the Okinawan elders who still keep to their traditional ways now have to bury their grandchildren 
with ever increasing regularity.  

It is therefore clear that people get totally hypnotized by the alluring pull of the perceived instant 
pleasure stemming from consumption. Little things like reason, logic and scientific fact are no match 
for the great might of consumerism. Even the Okinawan youths who saw the vibrant health and 
happiness of their elders first hand and were fully aware of the dangers of unhealthy living 
unanimously flocked to consumerism. This really is a chilling illustration of just how strong this force 
really is. Western consumerism must be the most powerful drug known to man.  

Our almost universal addiction to this drug truly is the biggest threat to our civilization today. In fact, 
our global crisis conglomeration is nothing but a direct result of our never ending hunt for instant 
pleasure through consumption. However, it is only now that humans have become a planetary force 
(much larger than little things such as volcanic eruptions and orbital shifts) that individual over-
consumption is able to cause problems on a global scale. But just like individual financial troubles and 
obesity, the perceived pain that might result from these crises is much vaguer and much less instant 
than the perceived pleasure gained from consumption, implying that we will keep on consuming until 
there is nothing left. Obviously, this will have to change. 

The rather obvious (and rather serious) problem is that we cannot change our brains. Perhaps this 
outdated mental hardware will be phased out in another millennium or two of evolution, but for now 
we are stuck with this primitive drive towards instant pleasure and away from instant pain. Trying to 
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resist it through pure willpower is futile (for me at least), implying that we will have to find some 
other way in which to tame this beast. This section will share some tools with which this can be done.    

When dealing with matters of the mind, however, one has to admit that striving for a perfectly clear 
black and white solution is just not very smart. The often irrational mental processes governing 
human behaviour are notoriously abstract and difficult to put into words, making it very hard to 
formulate clear-cut theories that can be quantitatively evaluated and clearly communicated. Our 
magical scientific method is therefore substantially handicapped when applied to this field. For this 
reason, the guidelines described below are mere suggestions and instant pleasure from roaring 
success is certainly not guaranteed. Anyway, there is no magic bullet for instantly getting complete 
control over your brain. We are stuck with these outdated drives to ever larger quantities of instant 
pleasure and away from any perceived instant pain. All we can do is to try and make the most of it.  

6.3.2 Mythical utopia, artificial hell 
Strange heading, right? But just hang on; it will all make sense in a moment.  

The way in which our primitive instant pleasure/pain drive gets us to take action is by using our 
imaginations to greatly magnify both the future pleasure and the future pain associated with taking 
certain actions. We have touched upon this already in the section on happiness where it was 
proposed that we are driven to over-consume through greatly magnified imaginings of the pleasure 
that this new consumable will magically bring into our lives. It is this little thought process, occurring 
hundreds of times every single day, where our primitive mindset works its dark magic, driving us to 
continuously over-consume despite the threats of financial ruin, obesity, ill health and the death 
phase of the bacterial growth curve. It is here that we have to confront it.  

This sounds simple in theory, but is very challenging in practice. Pitting your puny little will against 
the might of this most fundamental human instinct is a tiring, frustrating, distracting and ultimately 
losing battle. If we are to win this one, we have to fight dirty and give our little will an unfair 
advantage over thousands of years of human evolution.  

This really is the fundamental reason why we have been talking so much about creating 
environments where doing the right thing becomes automatic. If you continuously live in an 
environment where instant pleasure through consumption can only be gained by doing things 
associated with instant pain (like driving to the shop just for a chocolate or transferring some money 
from a long term savings account in order to buy that new flatscreen) you can get this all-powerful 
instinctive human drive to take itself out. It wants the instant pleasure, but the instant pain that has 
to be sacrificed to get it just seems too great. Thus, your puny little will simply has to stand and cheer 
outside the ring wile your massive drives for instant pleasure and instant pain slog it out on the 
inside. Before you know it, these two mammoth forces would have worn each other out, allowing 
your mind to synthesize happiness within this new environment of yours.     

Sure, that temporary phase where your drives for pain and pleasure are beating each other senseless 
might not be a lot of fun, but when they start to tire out and the long term benefits of these 
environments start to kick in, they will thank your little will for this blatant trickery. Perfect health, 
excellent fitness, complete job satisfaction and total financial independence are completely out of 
reach while your primitive instant pain/pleasure drive is allowed to run free, but they all happen 
automatically (eventually) if you manage to cage this beast in some intelligently defined 
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environments and actually manage to keep it there. That much I can testify from personal 
experience.  

The role of your little power of will is to set up, maintain and safely transition between these 
different environments. These will be tasks like initiating the brewing of a big batch of vegetable 
smoothy every week or so and throwing down a glass as a hunger-buster/nutrient-bomb every now 
and then, setting up regular physical activity with friends and getting your sorry ass on your bike en 
route to the sporting grounds in time for practice, or fixing an appointment with your bank to discuss 
a steady savings plan and increasing the percentage you save from year to year. 

The key here is that almost none of these actions need to last for more than a few seconds – just 
about on the outer reach of the human will. We have to be sure that we respect this fundamental 
limitation and, in doing so, adjust our strategy to fight smart rather than hard.   

The way in which I like to fortify my will when one of these short, but bloody skirmishes are about to 
take place is to identify the situation as a mythical utopia (the promise of instant pleasure) or an 
artificial hell (the promise of instant pain). Now there is no specific reason why I chose these terms 
other than the fact that they sound cool to me. You can call them whatever you want just as long as 
your chosen terms serve the following two functions: they should instantly bring a full understanding 
of the situation and they should make you smile.  

It is very important that you understand that you will mostly only need a few seconds of willpower to 
maintain or strengthen your environment after which your rabid pain/pleasure instinct will be safely 
locked up again. And it is just as important that you see the funny side of this. Call up a little picture 
of two massive guys (pain and pleasure) slogging it out in the ring while a third little guy (your will) is 
laughing his ass off safely outside of the ropes. Humour has this wonderful effect of instantly 
changing your state of mind for the better. Use it.  

In general, whenever you arrive at a point where you have to set up, maintain or transition between 
environments, you should have a very short and simple pattern you can run through in ten seconds 
or less. For any act of willpower (like taking out the trash or swallowing a hunger-buster) you should 
simply identify the resistance as an artificial hell (I will die if I take out the trash) or the drive as a 
mythical utopia (it will be heaven on earth if I get in my car, drive to the shop and buy myself the 
biggest chocolate they have). This little dramatization should bring a smile to your face and make 
things easier already. Then, I like to just initiate the simplest of actions and count either the number 
of actions or the number of seconds it needs to complete the task. The realization of just how low 
these numbers are will often leave you shaking your head in disbelief.  

So, why not give it an honest try for a few weeks? Yeah, I know it sounds pretty weird, but if you give 
it a chance, this exercise might even turn out to be fun. Play around with this idea and feel free to 
add in some of your own personal little touches along the way. It is your brain after all. Claim it.  

6.3.3 Manipulating the system 
This fundamental drive towards instant pleasure and away from instant pain is incredibly strong and 
it seems like a bit of a waste to just keep this amazing power locked up in well-planned environments 
all the time. We therefore have to think a little further and derive some ways in which we can 
harness this power for good instead of just leaving it locked up perpetually fighting itself. 
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The basic premise is that we have to train our brains to see longer term, truly positive outcomes (like 
perfect health, complete financial independence or the successful completion of a large project) as 
mythical utopias and longer term, truly negative outcomes (like the simultaneous attack of the five 
global crises previously discussed) has an artificial hell. These outcomes are still mythical and 
artificial, simply because they are not yet in full existence, but the impact that they can have on your 
behaviour is very real. 

This is quite challenging though. The brain is geared towards instant pleasure and away from instant 
pain. It is not very good with this long-term thinking thing. But fortunately, there are ways to get 
around this. Let's take a look. 

6.3.3.1 Mythical utopia manipulation 
It is safe to say that the majority of the world's success is due to mythical utopia manipulation. 
History is littered with great thinkers and great innovators who could work 70 or 80 hours a week for 
years on end, ultimately making great contributions to society. Such amazing dedication is simply not 
possible without the powerful instinctive drive towards instant pleasure. They therefore (mostly 
accidentally) found a way to manipulate their brains' search for mythical utopias to drive them 
towards a truly beneficial outcome. 

The mechanism by which they did this is sometimes referred to as a "healthy obsession". It is a state 
of mind where your brain is so interested and preoccupied with a specific (potentially highly 
beneficial) subject area that you cannot stop thinking about it. A healthy obsession is a rather 
abstract concept and, if you're not in this particular state of mind, you can find it difficult to believe 
that such a state even exists. If I try to think about this now, it strikes me as nothing but cheap pop-
psychology talk, but then I realize that I've been sitting here, staining my brain to the utmost and 
patiently building this intricate puzzle for the last five hours on a Sunday afternoon while most other 
people are watching movies or playing computer games. Man… that's just weird. Something truly 
profound has to be driving such distinctly abnormal behaviour.  

This profound something is nothing other than the brain's primitive drive towards instant pleasure. 
The only reason why I can do this is that my brain has become so obsessed with this particular 
subject area that it takes more instant pleasure out of formulating and communicating these theories 
than it takes out of sitting and watching movies or playing computer games. In other words, the key 
is not in focusing on the ultimate outcome (helping to save the world), but rather on turning the 
process leading to the achievement of that outcome (building on this theory) into something that my 
brain perceives as a mythical utopia promising some delicious instant pleasure. 

The next question is quite logical: how do you get yourself one of these healthy obsessions? This is 
unfortunately not all that easy. What you need as a prerequisite is a sufficiently high level of 
understanding to allow access to the realm of creation. We will talk a bit more about this Zen-like 
concept, the realm of creation (sounds pretty cool, right?), at a later stage.  

For now, all we need to know is this: humans are creative beings and can take much more pleasure 
out of creation that out of consumption (anti-creation). The problem is just that consumption within 
our modern society has become so easy that the effort needed to gain access to the realm of 
creation seems massive in comparison. In other words, the relatively small, but instant pleasure from 
consumption outweighs the much bigger, but delayed pleasure promised by creation. In effect, the 
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impatience of our basic pain/pleasure instinct constantly demanding everything instantly continually 
drives us away from creation and towards consumption. This situation leads directly to the huge 
value consumption/creation imbalance in most of the developed world today.  

So what can we do about this? Well, the best advice I can give is to decide on the realm of creation 
that you would like access to and then start building yourself an environment where accumulating 
the understanding and/or skill needed for accessing this magical realm comes as naturally as 
possible. As you struggle through the first few weeks, you may very well find an unexpected ally 
along the way: the researcher's drive. This is the thing that really gets researchers going – the fact 
that understanding builds on understanding, that new knowledge sprouts from old knowledge. Most 
researchers will tell you that the more they know, the more they want to know. If you start feeling 
the researcher's drive, it is a surefire sign that you are prying open the door to the realm of creation. 
Keep pushing.  

When it comes to building your ideal environment, it is of course impossible to give some general 
guidelines that will apply to everyone. I am confident, however, that you already understand the 
concept of intelligently designed environments sufficiently to be able to set one of these up for 
yourself. Remember; this environment (consisting of miscellaneous infrastructure, information, 
people and long chunks of uninterrupted time) needs to make the process of building your particular 
understanding and/or skill as fun and natural as at all possible. I'm sure that your brain will come up 
with lots of creative ideas when you ask it to apply these guidelines to your current situation. Don't 
be afraid to ask this question of your brain. You might be surprised at the quality of response that 
you get. 

Just before we end this section, I would like to place a final bit of emphasis on the "people" 
constituent of this productive environment that you will set up for yourself. Although the people who 
play a role within your environment can be of great practical help as trainers or brainstorming 
partners, they can be of even greater emotional help as motivators. The respect of people you 
respect is one of the most powerful driving forces that you can ever hope to experience. I've gone to 
great lengths to get one of two people in each and every area of my life who appreciate my 
contribution. This drive sometimes works so well that it turns me into a complete workaholic (a 
danger that we will talk about later on), implying that it should be used responsibly, but the 
productive benefits of this unique source of motivation cannot be overstated. 

As usual, you will have to work to earn this source of motivation. If your level of understanding and 
skill is not yet sufficiently high to really be able to add some significant value to the lives of these 
motivators, you will not be able to earn their respect. But once you cross that magical threshold 
where you can add sufficient value to start earning the respect of those you respect, this becomes a 
self-strengthening spiral – the greater the value you create, the greater the respect you will gain, and 
the more respect you gain, the stronger will become your drive to create further value.  

It can be a bit embarrassing to acknowledge just how much the subjective approval of someone you 
really respect can mean to you, but this is no reason not to use this powerful source of motivation. 
Humans are social creatures and our drive to add value to each other's lives is one of the things that 
have kept us as a species alive through the millennia. We seem to have slightly misplaced this drive in 
this modern era of consumerism and individualism. I think it is about time that we rediscover it.  
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6.3.3.2 Artificial hell manipulation 
Artificial hell manipulation works in exactly the same way as mythical utopia manipulation. You 
simply have to raise your understanding of the dire long term outcomes of certain actions to such a 
degree that the process by which these outcomes can be reached is perceived by your mind as an 
artificial hell. This applies first and foremost to our global crisis conglomeration, but also applies very 
directly to individuals in terms of personal health and finances.  

For example; I was raised with a massive fear of debt. This fear was so successfully instilled that I 
waited twice as long as was necessary to buy my flat simply because my brain perceived any action 
relating to incurring massive amounts of debt as a red-hot artificial hell. Because of this extreme 
caution, I had to save until I had a lot of collateral just in case something crazy happened like the 
interest rate quadrupling overnight or my flat burning down together with the bank that ensures it. I 
simply could not incur my first debt before I was 110% sure that I would have absolutely no problem 
paying it back. That is the power of artificial hell manipulation. I am very grateful towards my parents 
for doing this. It has granted me complete financial independence at a very early age.  

But then again, I was brought up with this artificial hell. In this writing we are not interested in that. 
Instead, we would like to shape a few nice artificial hells for ourselves to keep us on the straight and 
narrow. Well, luckily I have some experience with that too. Where I come from, we eat a lot of meat. 
I love red meat perhaps even more than the average American. In addition, I despise almost all 
vegetables, so much so that my mom had to pay me to eat some greens. However, since I have 
developed a proper understanding of just how bad red meat is both for me and for the planet and 
just how good vegetables are for the both of us, my brain has radically altered its perception of 
artificial hell and mythical utopia. The result is that I have replaced my entire red meat intake with 
fish, plant proteins and chicken and now consume (among many other green things) a big bag of 
spinach every two weeks. If you stopped me in the street two years ago and told me that this was 
going to happen, I'd have thought you had been smoking some pretty strong stuff. But still, the 
impossible happened, virtually by itself. And you know what; I never even miss those good old lamb 
chops we used to barbeque back in South Africa. I guess my brain has worked its happiness synthesis 
magic. 

So please; study our global crises. Understand them. Understand your role in creating, maintaining 
and strengthening them. In the light of this understanding, honestly ask yourself this simple question: 
What would the world be like if the billion lived exactly like me? Answer it honestly, considering your 
carbon and ecological footprints, your value consumption/creation ratio, your finances, your 
philosophy towards the poor and your dependence on global complexity. Allow it to sink deep into 
your mind (especially if you do not like it), morphing into a truly frightening artificial hell.  

Successful completion of this trivial exercise will grant you something truly valuable: a brain that 
automatically keeps you on the right track. That really is a pretty cool thing to have. For starters, you 
will no longer have to fight to save money or to lose weight. Anyway, who wants a brain that 
automatically drives him or her to financial ruin and a fat, flabby and unhealthy body. Geez… how 
useless is that?  

It's high time for an upgrade. 
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6.3.4 Managing your brain 
OK, so thus far we have spoken about trapping the destructive potentials of your brain and 
unleashing its tremendous power to create massive amounts of value and to automatically keep you 
on the straight and narrow. But, like always, the moment you overcome one challenge and move to 
the next level, you automatically run into some brand new ones. This case is no different. We will 
look at two of these challenges here: unhealthy working hours and overwhelm.  

6.3.4.1 Unhealthy working hours 
If you have managed to manipulate your brain's perception of a mythical utopia so that it 
automatically drives you to create, you can easily be caught in the ever-strengthening spiral of the 
researcher's drive. The problem here is simply this: While doing something stupid like constantly 
increasing your intake of McDonald's "happy" meals will eventually make you fat and unhealthy and 
thereby create some forces in opposition to this trend, doing something smart like allowing yourself 
to become totally immersed in a creative subject area that really interests you will stimulate further 
interest, strengthen your self-esteem, bring you a nice pay raise and win you the respect of many 
people, thereby further reinforcing this trend. This is very cool except for one little problem: you will 
soon find yourself regularly working 70 or 80 hour weeks. And that is not healthy.  

Overwork has several rather serious consequences. Firstly, it can easily lead to something called 
burnout. This is when the brain is simply pressed beyond what it can take and it just becomes totally 
useless, robbing you of any creativity and energy that you might have left. You simply cannot get any 
work done in this state and, if you are used to being highly productive, this is terribly frustrating. 
Someone who does not respect her own limits actually ends up working more and more inefficiently 
as she pushes her brain further and further past its healthy operating point. Thus, she is constantly 
working harder and producing less. And that is very much not cool.  

Secondly, if you push this far enough, it can actually make you physically ill. Overwork has been 
proven to subtract three years from your life. OK, it's not nearly as bad as smoking, but still; that's 
more than a thousand good days down the drain. Also, if you are ill, you cannot work and therefore, 
by driving yourself past your limits, you will simply be reducing your productivity.  

Thirdly, it can have a very negative effect on your family and social life. Strong social networks and 
regular social contact (with quality people) is fun, emotionally fulfilling, stimulating to your creativity 
and a source of an additional five years to your life. A strong and real (not Facebook) social network 
is also an excellent insurance policy for if things perhaps go bad. Friends and family can be of 
immeasurable value during hard times – both practically and emotionally.  

OK, so what do we do about this? Well, at the risk of sounding like a broken record, you should 
simply upgrade your understanding (allowing you to accurately reshape your perception of mythical 
utopia and artificial hell) and modify your environment (allowing correct and healthy actions to 
happen automatically).  

The basic building block of your understanding should simply be that you can get more done in fewer 
hours if you keep realistic working hours (no more than 50 hours per week). There is one 
prerequisite, however: you must work all the time you work. It is amazing how many people think 
that working and going to work is exactly the same thing. It's not. Two people can be at the office for 
exactly the same number of hours, but have vastly different outputs, simply because the one allows 
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himself to be constantly distracted by everything imaginable, while the other puts his head down, 
really gets into the job and then allows the brain's natural interest in the subject to drive him 
forward, forgetting about time, forgetting about eating and never even thinking about the myriad of 
distractions that plague the working man of today.      

The more you allow yourself to be distracted, the more your brain perceives the distractions as much 
desired mythical utopias and your actual job as an artificial hell. Unfortunately, this is the state of 
mind that most people work from. It is also the reason why most people live for the weekend. I've 
always thought that wishing away 5 out of every 7 days in your life is just incredibly sad, but the 
saddest thing is probably this: our collective societal perception of mythical utopia and artificial hell 
not only drives us to become fat, unhealthy and broke, it also drives makes us detest the very act of 
value creation, the very act of building our society and improving the lives of our fellow human 
beings. Man, from this premise, we might as well amputate our brains. It seems like we'll be a lot 
better off without them.  

The good news is that, if you are really interested in your job and have spent a substantial amount of 
time and energy optimizing the environment within which you work, you will only need a relatively 
short bout of willpower every once in a while to fight off the distraction and stay within this 
environment. After a minute or two, it is highly likely that your brain will be on autopilot again full 
speed ahead with no more strenuous pushing from your puny little will. It is essential, however, that 
your interest and your environment really make your job fun.  

Practically, you should use your willpower to postpone informal chats with colleagues to lunchtime, 
immediately get your mind back when it drifts to this afternoon's sports practice and avoid online 
newspapers, Youtube and Facebook at all costs. You have to get into the habit of killing thoughts of 
any distractions in their infancy. The moment they come up you should identify them as an irrational 
mythical utopia. Don't resist this feeling. Don't fight it. This will only make it stronger. Instead, accept 
it as a natural by-product of your current state of mind. Accept it and then simply continue with your 
work. Repeat this acceptance and continuation of work as many times as is necessary. Be consistent 
with this and you might just be surprised at the way in which your mind responds.  

A well-conditioned mind will truly make your productivity skyrocket. This is very cool, but now that 
you have finally managed to get yourself really working, you rather ironically have to get yourself to 
stop working again. And as always, our understanding and environment feature heavily in the 
proposed strategy. The first and most basic understanding is that working healthy hours will ensure 
that you are fresh, motivated and highly productive, most probably implying that you can get more 
done in a year of 50 hour weeks than in a year of 70 hour weeks. The second, somewhat more 
abstract understanding is that your brain will work wonders on a task that you forced yourself to 
abandon temporarily for the sake of maintaining healthy working hours.  

Indeed, this is much like that age old dating advice: always leave him/her wanting more. The rule is 
that you should always end a date when both of you are still thoroughly enjoying it. This might be a 
little painful in the moment, but it will make the second date all but inevitable and even more 
enjoyable. The same applies to working. If you leave your work at a point where you are still really 
into it, you will find that your brain keeps on working the problem subconsciously and often provides 
you with some sparkling insights and a massive drive to continue the job the next day. Just like 
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diligent application of this principle can lead to true love, it can lead you to truly love you job. And 
yes, people who truly love their jobs are some of the happiest and most productive ones out there.  

Finally, just like you have built for yourself the ideal working environment within which working 
comes absolutely naturally, you should also build for yourself many other environments within which 
relaxation and mental recovery come completely naturally. These can be things like a regular sports 
practice schedule, a home close to a park or a mountain, a few fun and relaxing hobbies, a regular 
poker night with friends or some good books which you can read for one hour before going to sleep 
every night. Whatever you do, however, just don't go and flop down in front of the TV. The whole 
idea of working healthy hours is that you will have time to look after yourself and to look after the 
other people in your life. Mindlessly flipping through the channels achieves none of these aims. In 
doing this you are essentially throwing away all of the hours you have gained through effective and 
disciplined working. Don't do it.  

So, there you go. Manipulate your perception of mythical utopia and artificial hell so that you 
naturally work hard and play hard. This kind of brain leads very naturally to the coveted combination 
of sound health, sound finances and excellent productivity. It's a must-have.  

6.3.4.2 Overwhelm 
The second and just as potentially damaging side effect of a highly creative brain is the phenomenon 
of overwhelm. There is an old adage: If you want something done, give it to the busiest person. The 
world really seems to believe in this adage and thereby continuously burdens its most productive 
individuals with complete overwhelm, reducing both their ability to add value and their enjoyment of 
their work.  

Indeed, overwhelm has similar effects to unhealthy working hours and these two factors often 
interact. The more overwhelmed you are, the less efficient you become at getting things done. And 
the less efficient you become at getting things done, the longer hours you have to work to meet your 
deadlines. And, as we have just discussed, unhealthy working hours make you even less efficient, 
meaning that you just get less and less done while working longer and longer hours with more and 
more stress. This is not at all nice and it will not be long before you start experiencing significant 
resistance from your brain which now (rightfully) sees this situation as an artificial hell.  

If you fall into this trap, it becomes very hard to get out again. When you have built up a reputation 
as a highly productive worker, you will attract work like a magnet. And yes, people quickly grow to 
expect results from you. Then, if you are not careful, you can easily take on a very large number of 
tasks and become completely overwhelmed before you know it. This is usually the point where the 
aforementioned vicious cycle starts kicking in. You then end up in a situation where you are highly 
inefficient through overwhelm and unhealthy working hours and your brain starts giving serious 
resistance to this obvious pain you are putting yourself through. Simultaneously, however, you have 
taken on all of these tasks, some of which have very important deadlines, and you feel that your 
good reputation will be badly damaged if you don't deliver. You therefore have one very legitimate 
artificial hell pulling you to cut back, but an even stronger artificial hell forcing you to push on. This is 
a very unhealthy place to be in.  

Like always, prevention is much better than cure for this scenario. And yes, the way in which you 
prevent this very painful situation from occurring is to simply learn to say "no". This is one of the 
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hardest words to say for most productive workers. Personally, I totally suck at it. However, it helps a 
lot to think about how the results that you will deliver on the tasks you already have will be affected 
when you take on another task. If you can honestly convince yourself that you will lose more value 
from delivering poor quality results on the tasks you already have than gain value from taking on this 
new task, it will be much easier to say no. And yes, this is very often the case.  

A crucial part of managing your workload is good planning and time management. Now I have tried 
quite a few time management programs and I have to say that they were all way too much trouble. 
Therefore, the one that I settled on finally is a very simple one that my manager taught me. It simply 
involves listing the things you will work on for any given week in order of priority in an email, 
together with a list of performance indicators and the state of progress on each of these. It takes 
only a few minutes every week to update this list and you can send it to your superiors every week in 
order to keep them updated on your progress. You don't have to do it this way of course, but if you 
are a productive worker, you must have a list. 

A list is crucial to your productivity for two reasons: it helps you to work all the time you work and it 
helps you prevent overwhelm. If you have a list of tasks in order of priority, you will always be able to 
answer the crucial question: what is the best use of my time right now? Get yourself in your ideal 
working environment, use your will to get going and allow your brain to get into the task at hand. 
Sure, it will not always be fun, but if life was always fun we would not even know what fun is. See the 
times when you have to do boring tasks as a real test of your ideal working environment and allow 
your creativity to improve it if necessary. If you can manage to work all the time you work on your 
highest priority task at any given moment, you will get more done in a normal 40 hour workweek 
than the average person gets done in a month.  

A list can also help you prevent overwhelm by clearly showing just how many things are on your 
plate. Keep in mind that human beings tend to be over-optimistic by nature. We tend to 
underestimate the difficulty of any given task and, unless we have a list, we tend to underestimate 
the number of irons we have in the fire. If you have a simple list, however, you can see your 
workload at a glance and easily identify when you are fully booked and rightfully refuse to take on 
additional tasks beyond that point. Remember that overwhelm will reduce the quality of results that 
you can deliver on the tasks you already have and, like all good things in this world, quality is better 
than quantity.   

Another cool thing about such an electronic list is that it gives you a repository for random ideas. 
Random ideas are very valuable things and you should not let them just slip away. Your creativity, 
that magical thing that earns the highest paid individuals millions of dollars, feeds on random ideas. 
The creative mechanism in human beings can mix and match random ideas to create something truly 
beautiful. Use it. In addition, such a list based on emails can also be a nice confidence booster when 
you look back on all the stored emails and see just how much you have accomplished.  

So, please get a list, whatever you might choose it to look like. Keep it lean and minimalistic. It has to 
be very little effort; else you will simply not maintain it. Use it to ensure that you work all the time 
you work and that you kill overwhelm in its infancy. If you can accomplish these two things on a 
consistent basis, your productivity will skyrocket. And yes, since most people try to do just enough to 
not get fired, highly productive people are worth their weight in gold to any institution. Excellent job 
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security, career advancement and fatter paycheques are waiting along this road. Let's go pick them 
up.    

6.3.5 Your ultimate goal 
So, have you ever asked yourself what your ultimate goal in life would be? What would be the 
biggest single thing that you would like to get or accomplish? Asking and answering this question can 
do a lot to direct your life in the right direction. Ask it. Think about it. Answer it.  

The answer to this question will differ widely from one person to the next. This is good and natural. 
For all of you who are not sure, however, I'll share my perception of the ultimate one in a billion goal 
to get you started. This goal is two-fold: Firstly, to earn the right to spend all of your working time on 
that which you are most naturally attracted to, and secondly, to assemble the environment within 
which this work can be done with optimal efficiency. Let's spend a few paragraphs to analyse this 
single sentence.  

The biggest strength of this goal is that it aims to attain an ideal process (doing your dream job in 
your dream environment) and not an ideal outcome (making a million dollars). The human brain is 
never satisfied with any outcome. That much has been proven unequivocally throughout history. As 
your outcomes get bigger and better, your brain will simply adjust your perceptions of pain and 
pleasure to keep pushing you forward. It is like a hamster wheel; you keep pushing yourself to run 
faster and faster, but your perceptions constantly keep your happiness and life satisfaction in exactly 
the same place.   

Process oriented thinking is very different. Whereas outcome oriented hamsters burn themselves out 
trying to get more and more revolutions out of the hamster wheel that just happens to be in their 
cage, process oriented hamsters work on modifying their hamster wheel (or acquiring a brand new 
one) so that they actually enjoy running on it. The outcome oriented hamster's brain will link a lot of 
pleasure to attaining a certain number of hamster wheel revolutions (becoming a revolution 
millionaire for example), but may very well link significant pain to the process of running on this 
wheel. This creates a very tiring conflict causing this hamster to be constantly stressed out, never 
allowing him to attain that elusive state of sustainable happiness. The process oriented hamster, on 
the other hand, simply runs on his wheel because he likes it, racking up more and more revolutions 
without even noticing. His brain links lots of pleasure to the simple act of running on his hamster 
wheel and just gets some additional bonus pleasure as the revolutions pile up. This is pleasure all the 
way – a true utopia.  

Sounds cool right? So, how do we get ourselves one of these fun-to-run-on hamster wheels? Well 
firstly, you have to form a good idea of what this hamster wheel will look like. Hopefully this will not 
be a very difficult task. The difficult part comes in building it. Indeed, building a fun-to-run-on 
hamster wheel requires two things that we are traditionally not very good at: under-consumption 
and over-production.  

Say for example that you want to start your own business. Firstly, you will have to under-consume in 
order to save a lot of money and prove to your bank that you are indeed creditworthy. And secondly, 
once you get that business loan, you will have to over-produce in the initial phase in order to 
establish yourself in the market. These are well-known pains of business start-up, but if you are sure 
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that you are building your ultimate fun-to-run-on hamster wheel, you will find it to be a very strong 
driving force and be richly rewarded when the wheel is finally built.  

Most people, however, would just like to change something in their current job description or make a 
successful career change. Over-production is the most efficient way to these goals. In order to earn 
the right to change you job description, you will simply have to consistently add much more value 
than that which is reflected in your paycheque. If you do this for long enough, you will build up a lot 
of leverage that can be used to negotiate some changes in the way in which you spend your working 
time.  

In order to earn the right to change careers, you first have to educate yourself in your new career 
path. You can either do this by under-consumption (quitting your job and studying on your limited 
savings) or by over-production (keeping your old job and studying part-time for the new one). Unless 
you are lucky enough to have a benefactor who is willing to invest in you, no other options exist and 
you will have to choose one or the other (or a combination of both).  

Once you have successfully invested all of this effort and your fun-to-run-on hamster wheel is finally 
built, you should begin optimizing it for the ultimate running experience. Many people will even find 
that sufficient optimization of the hamster wheel they already have can transform it into the fun-to-
run-on variety. Anyway, it should come as no surprize that under-consumption and over-production 
feature heavily here as well. Optimizing your hamster wheel typically requires additional mental 
capital (education) and physical capital (equipment), both of which costs money. You either have get 
hold of this capital using your own resources (under-consumption) or you have to convince your 
employer (by means of consistent over-production) that getting you this capital will be a good 
investment. 

But hey, over-production and under-consumption essentially paves the way to any goal you set for 
yourself. The only difference is that the achievement of this particular goal will actually bring you 
sustainable happiness, something that is not attainable through any outcome-based goal. Sustainable 
happiness is a pretty cool thing to have. It is certainly worth the effort. So, get to work and build 
yourself that fun-to-run-on hamster wheel.    

6.4 Change your consumption patterns 
OK, so now that we have laid our three cornerstones, we can start building our sustainable living 
fortress. The first part of this fortress deals with the way in which we consume. It is an indisputable 
fact that the billion control the world by the nature of their consumption. This is no over-statement. 
We literally rule our world through the stuff that we buy. Our economy is geared to provide that 
which is most in demand, our politicians must ensure that we always have enough consumables and 
that we have enough money to buy them, and our scientists must constantly make our consumables 
more, cheaper and better. 

This really is a rather awesome power that we hold in our hands. And yes, like we all know; with 
great power comes great responsibility. It is clear as day that the time has come for us to start acting 
on this responsibility. And the fastest and most direct way of doing this is by making gradual 
alterations to our consumption patterns. 
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Please note the use of the word "alteration". Your keen deductive reasoning skills have by now 
probably picked up on the fact that I am not very fond of consumerism, but I'm certainly not 
advocating that we should all immediately cease all consumption. That would be ridiculous (and 
instantly crash our entire economy). Instead, I'm suggesting that we start consuming more 
intelligently and more sustainably in ways which are better both for our planet and for us.  

Let's take a look at how that can be done. 

6.4.1 Choose better instead of more 
You will remember from the section on growth versus prosperity that choosing prosperity on a one in 
a billion basis is an excellent way of ensuring a sustainable future. Recall that growth implies "more", 
while prosperity implies "better". Both of these things are achieved by using our surplus resources 
and energy and the first step towards more sustainable consumption is making sure that we use this 
precious surplus to buy better instead of more. 

In other words; while the amount of value that you consume should decrease only a little (in order to 
constantly be saving and investing that crucial 10% or more of your income), the quantity of stuff 
that you consume should decrease significantly. What you give up in quantity, however, you will get 
back in quality. In terms of the marketplace, this shift in consumption will lead to a similar shift in 
value creation from providing raw materials to providing skills, knowledge and additional labour 
needed to make the most out of these materials. We will therefore take less from the earth, but 
make more with that which we take.  

Unfortunately, our consumerist society has conditioned us to do the exact opposite. Mass consumer 
chains like Wal-Mart are selling tons of cheap, low quality products that actually seem to be made to 
break. This is truly amazing. The average number of clothing items bought by Americans per year has 
doubled over the last one and a half decades to around 60 (more than one per week). Our 
consumption of small electric appliances and TVs has also increased by 50% in the same timeframe. 
The average American family now buys a new TV every 2.5 years while cell phones are replaced even 
faster – every 22 months. The throwaway American culture causes their less than 5% of the global 
population to generate 30% of the world's garbage.  

Widespread rejection of this consumerist mindset by the billion will be very healthy for the planet, 
but the good news does not end there. Aside from saving the world, there are once again a number 
of very big advantages for the one doing the saving. Let's run through them. 

First of all, buying higher quality and more expensive merchandise might very well actually save you 
money in the long run. In many cases, buying cheap is actually buying expensive because cheap 
things inevitably break down and run less efficiently. This rule goes for everything from food to 
refrigerators to cars. Cheap foods can have a significant influence on your health, costing a lot of 
money in terms of medical expenses and lost productivity, while more expensive ecological products 
will simply make your body function better. A cheap refrigerator will probably only last a few years 
before it starts giving you problems and it will also consume significant amounts of electricity, while 
an expensive refrigerator can run smoothly for decades, using minimal amounts of electricity. The 
same is true for a car.  
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One should also not discount the hassle associated with cheap stuff breaking down. This is a 
complete and utter waste of time and should be avoided at all costs. Normal household stuff should 
simply work and can really make you furious when they don't. I always tend to buy the thing with 
longest guarantee primarily for this reason. 

The sheer enjoyment and satisfaction from using a true quality product is also well worth the price, 
especially if this product is supposed to help you raise your productivity or improve your health in 
some way. There are few things as detrimental to your productivity than a faulty piece of equipment. 
There are few things as good for your automatic exercise environment as quality gear. 

Lastly, making the shift from more to better will eliminate a lot of clutter from your life. The 
philosophy of always wanting more will leave you with a bunch of stuff that detracts more from your 
life by means of clutter and complexity that it adds by means of additional functionality. Luckily, 
there are signs that the world is slowly getting this point; hence the rise of minimalist trends in 
business and personal life. Don't fall behind and end up drowning in your sea of old broken cheap 
stuff. The cool kids have all realized that less is more.  

In summary, there really is no logical reason for continuously choosing more instead of better. The 
only reason why we continue to do this is because of our societal conditioning towards blind 
consumerism. So, say no to your fiftieth pair of shoes and say yes to that A-rated washing machine 
with the 10 year warranty. Say no to the family's third car and say yes to that dream kitchen with a 
top-of-the range stove, dishwasher, refrigerator and perfectly designed cupboards equipped with top 
quality stainless steel cookware and cutlery that will make preparing healthy meals for the whole 
family an absolute dream for decades to come.  

When buying something substantial, see it as a long-term investment. If you have to save for a while 
so that you can afford it, that is excellent. Save for wise investor-like spending and save the world. 
The slower your consumptive turnover of miscellaneous stuff, the better for you and the better for 
the planet. Please do not buy cheap. You're one of the billion, for Pete's sake. We're not cheapskates.  

6.4.2 The green economy 
If there is one sector of the economy that has to grow like crazy, it is this one. By green economy, I 
mean the production of goods and services that can improve human well-being while simultaneously 
saving the planet. Six green economic sectors are generally defined: Renewable energy, green 
buildings, clean transportation, water management, waste management and land management. The 
first four of these will be discussed in more detail in this section.  

The first reason to support the green economy is of course to help save the world. This is very 
important, but you might be a little more motivated if I suggested that you support the green 
economy in order to save yourself and your family. Our crisis conglomeration is definitely no joke and 
the simultaneous attack from all five crises will change our lives forever. These changes might be 
manageable if we respond quickly and decisively, but they could also be severe if we respond with 
our typical ignorance and complacency. History tells us that most people will respond with ignorance 
and complacency, which unfortunately makes the severe situation all the more likely.  

The cool thing about the green economy is that it produces infrastructure that can meet the needs of 
society in an sustainable and totally independent way. If you set up your system correctly, you can 
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provide your own utilities and transport with no outside help from your municipality. Initially, this 
will safeguard you from the inevitable price spikes that will arise from encroaching planetary 
boundaries. And ultimately, if society fails to respond decisively enough, it will give you access to the 
scarce resources of electricity, water and transportation that very few other people have. 

I sincerely hope that such a situation never arises (this entire document is written in an effort to try 
and prevent such a situation), but it definitely will not hurt to prepare. The good thing is that your 
preparations will be to your advantage even if we actually manage to mitigate the coming crises and 
live happily ever after. There can be absolutely no doubt that the price of publically provided utility 
prices will go up quite dramatically and if you can provide your own electricity, water and 
transportation, you will be in a very favourable position. So, now that we have hopefully eradicated 
your ignorance, don't let our typical human complacency stop you from taking action in this crucial 
area. If you take action, you will win – no matter what the future brings.   

6.4.2.1 Renewable energy 
Our first stop is at renewable energy. Due to various factors such as rapidly rising energy demands, 
diminishing fossil fuel reserves which are of lower quality and harder to extract as well as increasing 
carbon regulations, energy will most certainly get much more expensive over the coming years. 
Setting up your own renewable energy system is not only the right thing to do ecologically, it is also 
the right thing to do economically.   

Even though government is expected to play a big role in the implementation of renewable energy 
systems, the billion quite frankly have a much larger potential to get this done within the strict time 
and resource limitations we face today. The good news is that there actually are a large number of 
small-scale heat and electricity generating solutions already available today for you to choose from. 
These include solar PV panels, solar water heaters, mini wind turbines, heat pumps and simple 
heating by wood. The one that will be most suited to your home will depend on which of these 
natural energy sources is most readily accessible in your area. 

The biggest detriment to the widespread adaptation of renewable energy is the costs. Even by 2016, 
most of these solutions are still projected to be more than double the price of convectional coal 
combustion. For a private individual, however, this situation becomes quite a lot rosier. Firstly, 
economy of scale (e.g. one big power plant is much more cost-effective than a lot of small ones) is 
not very applicable to renewable energy, simply because a big solar or wind farm is nothing but a 
bunch of small units concentrated in one location. Secondly, by having the energy source on the roof 
of your house, you eliminate the significant costs and losses involved in electricity distribution. 
Thirdly, various government incentives and tax breaks make these options quite affordable to 
individual consumers. Fourthly, if you are a financially responsible individual and have the resources 
required to buy the unit in cash, you will save the interest on the financing needed to build a large 
scale power-plant (reflected in the cost of electricity). And finally, since these units have a 30 year 
long lifetime, you will be immune to the significant rises in the price of electricity sure to come in 
coming decades. All of these factors suggest that a timely investment in a home renewable energy 
system will be a very wise one.  

If you live in a country with a lot of sun, the solar solutions are for you. OK, when I way "a lot of sun", 
I mean you are somewhere between the Arctic or Antarctic circles. Even notoriously sunless places 
like England can get good value out of solar solutions. The most efficient one of these is a solar water 
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heater. Since there is no conversion of the sun's energy to electricity, these devices have a high 
efficiency (~50%), implying that you will need only a small area of solar collectors to meet most of 
your hot water needs. Heating water uses about a quarter of household electricity and this very 
sizable chunk can be virtually eliminated by for a miserly $2000, a price that it will be repaid in terms 
of electricity savings in as little as three years.  

For general electricity needs, photovoltaic (PV) solar cells should be used. These units have a much 
lower efficiency (~15%) than thermal heaters implying that you will need to cover a greater area of 
your roof with these panels in order to meet most of your electricity needs. As far as costs go, these 
systems require a substantial up-front investment in the range of $20000, but tend to pay for 
themselves within 10 years (especially with rapidly rising electricity prices), after which you win all 
the way for the rest of their 30 year lifetime.  

If you live in a windy place, you might consider some mini wind turbines. These come in various sizes 
and can be mounted on your roof if small enough or on a tall pole in your yard for larger units. A well 
sited roof mounted wind turbine can generate about a fifth of the electricity needs of the average 
home located in a windy place. And yes, you can have more than one on your roof. The capital costs 
and payback period for wind turbines are similar to that of PV solar panels, making them an excellent 
investment as well.  

You should definitely also do some research on the financial incentives and tax-breaks available in 
your area in order to truly cash in on the great financial benefits of installing home renewable energy 
systems. In some areas, it is already possible to feed electricity back into the grid (and getting paid 
for it of course) if you are generating more than you are using. Also, as we have already seen, there is 
no problem with taking out a loan for covering the capital required by such a system, simply because 
it is an investment, 100% guaranteed to save you money every single month. Thus, financially 
speaking (or any other kind of speaking for that matter), there is simply no excuse for not installing 
one of these well proven tried and tested systems.   

Finally, for saving even more electricity, you can consider space heating by a heat pump or simple 
wood burning. Space heating and cooling accounts for as much as 40% of average household 
electricity usage and therefore represents an important area for optimization. A heat pump also uses 
electricity, but through some clever science, it gives you about 3 times more heat than it uses 
electricity, thereby requiring 3 times less electricity than conventional electric heaters. Like always, 
this has a larger capital cost, but will quickly pay for itself.  

Finally, get yourself a little wood stove. Not only is this very cozy in the winter, but since wood is 
biomass you will be heating your home using a renewable resource. The most environmentally 
friendly source is wood pellets or wood bricks made from saw-dust and other wood wastes. Also 
make sure that your wood is dry before you burn it since wet wood loses a lot of its heating value. 
And yes, wood is a lot cheaper per kWh than electricity, so you will (once again) be winning all the 
way.    

In conclusion, you have absolutely no excuse to not tap into these environmentally and financially 
sound energy sources. So come on, don't be lazy now. Get on the internet, do a few hours of 
research and order yourself a system. And no, you don't have to think about it or weigh up pros and 
cons or anything. There simply aren’t any cons (except for laziness of course). Go on now… Do it.   
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6.4.2.2 Green buildings 
OK, not all of us are in a position to build ourselves a brand new home, but if you are, I highly 
recommend looking into passive houses and zero energy buildings. These buildings are not only built 
for low energy usage and excellent heat retention, but also for keeping the interior environment as 
healthy as possible. They are also a very good investment since they use a lot less energy than 
normal houses. In fact, studies have shown that over a 20 year life period, some green buildings have 
yielded $53 to $71 per square foot back on investment. Thus, in only 20 years, an intelligently 
designed 150 m2 house can make you a fresh hundred thousand dollars. Not too shabby… 

When considering the significant rises in energy prices as renewable sources are constructed and 
energy demand keeps on exponentially increasing, low-energy houses really are an excellent 
investment. Not only will they continuously save money relative to conventional houses, but they 
have also been shown to yield higher rents, sales prices and occupancy rates. Getting into this 
particular portion of the real-estate market is therefore not only the right thing to do ecologically, 
but also looks to be an excellent move financially.  

However, very few of these structures exist as of yet, and most of us are not in the position to build 
ourselves one of these babies. We therefore have to make do with what we have and greenify our 
existing homes. Insulation is a very good place to start. As mentioned before, 40% of home energy 
use goes into heating or cooling and a large chunk of this can be removed by better insulation in the 
walls and ceiling, triple glazed windows and the elimination of any thermal bridges. People 
specializing in home insulation probably exist in your area. Look them up. Such an investment will 
also pay for itself quite quickly.  

Aside from that, the best thing that the billion can do in this area is moving to smaller houses with 
even smaller gardens. We will come back to that shortly… 

6.4.2.3 Clean transportation 
Well, you probably know what comes next; a further bashing of petrol powered cars and the people 
who drive them. OK then; brace yourself and let's do it.  

Lazy people who regularly get in their car and drive 1 km to the nearest supermarket can really be 
accused of sheer idiocy on multiple accounts, especially if this car happens to be an SUV. Let's run 
through the charges. First of all, driving by yourself in a car is a terribly energy inefficient process. A 
car is very heavy and moving it around requires a lot of energy. Driving to your friend's house in your 
2 ton SUV will use a full 20 times more energy than going there by bicycle. People doing this regularly 
without even thinking about it are therefore truly wasting prodigious amounts of our precious and 
limited excess energy. 

While on the topic of SUV's, I would just like to use one paragraph to further elaborate on just how 
stupid driving one of these in town really is. Indeed, driving your SUV in town every day is about as 
smart as wearing your prom dress to work every day. Just like the prom dress will serve the basic 
purpose of clothing (covering you up), the SUV will serve the basic purpose of a car (getting you from 
A to B). But just like the prom dress is clumsy and expensive to maintain, so is the SUV (it is hard to 
handle in rush-hour and uses lots of fuel). No one goes to work in their prom dress simply because 
doing so would be idiotic. Then why on earth do people still navigate the urban jungle in SUV's 
thinking they are very cool. The mind boggles… 
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Anyway, continuing with the charges, this terrible waste of energy resulting from the standard single-
person-in-petrol-powered-car mode of transportation we have become so used to is bad for the 
environment due to tons of unnecessary CO2 emissions, bad for physical health due to induced 
passivity and air pollution, bad for mental health due to rush-hour frustration, bad for finances due 
to the average $8000-a-year pricetag, and bad for the economy due to a rapidly increasing fuel 
demand driving up prices and pushing us closer to the potentially disastrous scenario of peak oil. 
Wow, is there is anything good about a car? 

Well, of course there is: convenience, speed, long range, protection from the elements and freighting 
capacity. These are legitimate advantages, but they do tend to disappear in the shadow of the 
massive disadvantages just discussed. Firstly, using a car purely for convenience when the distance 
could easily be covered by walking or biking is really just another way of saying "I am lazy, fat and 
unfit". There really is no nice-sounding argument for using a car out of pure convenience. The 
argument for speed can be a slightly stronger one though. In a straight line, a car is substantially 
faster than a bicycle, and if you're driving on quiet roads, the car will probably save you time. For 
shorter trips through busy part of town, however, a bicycle often ends up winning. It is only on longer 
trips where the much greater range of the car starts to win hands-down, but such longer trips are in 
the minority.  

A car is also very handy for all of those times when it rains, you just happen to have your best clothes 
on and you cannot find your umbrella to protect you on the way to the bus stop. For this situation, I 
would humbly suggest investing in a backup umbrella. You will find it to be substantially cheaper 
than a car. Finally, the freighting capacity of a car is a big plus; whether it is used for freighting 
children to school or freighting shopping back from the mall. However, if you have your groceries 
delivered and your children can walk, cycle or take the bus to school, this advantage is only 
applicable every once in a while. 

Note that all of these endless arguments against the overuse of cars are not suggesting that we 
should immediately take all cars off the road. Cars are great and make large contributions to the 
efficiency of our society. The only problem is that have long since begun to use them unthinkingly 
and unsustainably. There will always be cars in our society, but we should really learn to build our 
methods of transportation into our lives instead of building our entire lives around our primary 
method of transportation (our cars). This is where an intelligent shift in consumption towards clean 
transportation comes in.  

Right, so let's get practical. The first clean transportation investment that I would recommend is a 
good bicycle. It will be great for your health, give you some awesome legs, greatly reduce both your 
ecological and carbon footprints, and work out about 20 times cheaper than a car. And remember; 
invest in a quality bicycle so that using it regularly is a pleasant experience. Also think about investing 
in a bicycle trailer, some bicycle bags, a bike rack/basket or even just a simple backpack for the times 
that you need to transport some goods.  

Secondly, a very interesting new trend is emerging in the form of electric bikes or e-bikes. As the 
name suggests, these are simply bicycles with a small electric motor to help move you forward. For 
unfit people, e-bikes can be an excellent mechanism to get you out of your car, onto your bike and 
into better shape. For fit people, such a bike can extend your range from 5 to 20 km, further reducing 
your need for a car. A good e-bike can travel at 30 km/h for 50 km without any help from you, so if 
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you actually start pedalling in addition, these handy numbers get even handier. Naturally, e-bikes are 
a bit more expensive than regular bicycles, but the cost is still negligible compared to a car. And, even 
if you charge them with coal-fired electricity, they are still an environmentally friendly choice simply 
because the bike is so light, making it 18 times more energy efficient than an SUV and 13 times more 
energy efficient than a sedan.  

The third consumption shift is using public transportation whenever possible. Using the bus instead 
of the car cuts your carbon emissions in half and using the train is even more efficient. Also check out 
some car share schemes and regular renting deals in your area to cover those times when you simply 
have to have a car. If you shape your life intelligently, the times when you really need a car will be 
few and far between and such schemes, once you understand them properly, will become very 
practical indeed.  

Finally, for those who have to have a car in their lives (for practical reasons), intelligent selection of 
this car becomes very important. The most practical and easiest consumption shift will be to simply 
select a car primarily based on fuel efficiency and longevity instead of all the other strange, often 
egotistical reasons we now perceive as normal. 

The best choice, however, is running your car on renewable energy. A range of such options are 
already available and include electric vehicles, plug-in hybrids and hydrogen vehicles. Although they 
can become very handy in the future, hydrogen cars are currently still impractical due to limited 
hydrogen fuel networks and the fact that most hydrogen still comes from fossil fuels in some way or 
form. Electric vehicles are therefore a better bet. However, these are only an environmentally sound 
choice if the electricity charging them comes from renewable sources. If you live in a country 
primarily getting its energy from renewables, an electric vehicle is the perfect choice for you. 
However, charging an electric car with coal-fired electricity is not really helping the cause.  

In this case, the most environmentally friendly and cost effective solution is charging your electric 
vehicle with electricity generated by your own wind or solar power generators. For people who really 
have to have a car, but still want to help save the world, this is a near flawless strategy. It is not 
completely flawless though, primarily because of the long charging times and short ranges of electric 
vehicles. This is where a plug-in hybrid can be a good compromise. You can charge it with electricity 
generated by your own renewable sources, but when you don't have time to charge it or need to 
drive a longer distance, the standard internal combustion engine in the car will help you out. 

It therefore is quite simple to intelligently shape your environment for clean transportation, but the 
exact way in which you shape it will depend greatly on your personal circumstances. Firstly, get 
yourself and your family some bikes or e-bikes for all of those shorter trips. Then honestly and 
objectively evaluate the option of going completely carless, relying on public transportation, car 
share and rental schemes for all those times when the bike is not practical. If you honestly need a 
car, get an electric which is charged from your own renewable electricity generating systems or, if 
range and quick access is crucial to you, get a plug-in hybrid. I cannot really think of any 
circumstances where none of these options will be practically possible for a normal member of the 
billion, but if you honestly need a standard petrol-powered car, at least get one specifically designed 
for fuel efficiency and longevity. It’s the very least you can do.  
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6.4.2.4 Water management 
Water and food security is considered by many to be an even bigger threat to the future of our global 
civilization than energy security and global warming. And yes, food security is wholly dependent on 
water security, making water security our number one priority. As demand for this precious resource 
continues to double every two decades, we will soon hit this crucial planetary boundary and prices of 
everything using water (i.e. virtually every single thing you consume) will go into lift-off. Just like it is 
with renewable energy therefore, you will do very well to set up a system where you collect your 
own water, thereby safeguarding yourself against these future price hikes and doing the planet a 
huge favour.  

We will talk about some water saving devices and water saving food choices later on, but here I'd like 
to discuss a very interesting and very simple idea called rainwater harvesting. These systems 
efficiently collect and store the rainwater running from your roof for use in the garden and even in 
your home. Your roof is pretty big and collects a lot of water which normally just runs down the 
drain. In fact, an average roof in an area of average rainfall can collect a whopping 200000 litres of 
water every year. That is enough to water your garden, eliminating the need for expensive and 
increasingly scarce water from dams and aquifers.  

Spend some time on the internet and ask Google about rainwater harvesting or a rainwater 
collection system. There are some very innovative solutions out there, allowing you to use your 
hosepipe just like you used to before. Some more expensive systems even allow you to use the 
collected rainwater for all of your other needs, even drinking. Sure, these systems cost a pretty 
penny (in the range of $10000), but remember, just as is the case with home electricity generating 
systems, you can take out an investment loan to cover the initial capital costs because the money 
you save in water bills (up to $1000 per year) will exceed the interest on your loan.  

Now just imagine you get yourself a roof that collects virtually all of your electricity for powering your 
household and your car and, just as an added bonus, also collects all of your water. Wouldn't that be 
a cool thing to have? I guarantee that you will have great fun every month laughing at your tiny little 
utility bill. 

6.4.3 Consume information 
What? Consume Information? Will that make me greener or something?  

Yep, it actually will. Quality information fits perfectly well within the formal definition of the green 
economy (goods and services that can improve human well-being while simultaneously saving the 
planet). Practically, what I mean by consuming information is that you should start buying books, 
educational DVDs and classes to aid in your personal development. 

We live in the most wonderful time with incredible amounts of fascinating information all around us. 
Yet, the average American household spends the grand total of 0.2% of their income on books (the 
vast majority of which are probably made up of the Harry Potter and the Twilight series). This is as 
opposed to 1.6% on alcohol and tobacco and 5.4% on entertainment. We really have to rethink our 
priorities, especially considering the fact that we live in a social era dubbed "the age of the mind".  

One of the most important things I have ever learnt is that the best investment you can ever make is 
an investment in your own abilities. The more time and money you invest in improving your 
understanding and building your skill set, the more valuable you become in the marketplace. There 
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are few things as conducive to that priceless feeling of personal security as knowing that you have 
the skill set, reputation and understanding necessary to find enjoyable, challenging and fulfilling 
employment in any developed economy. It is a truly prosperous feeling. 

The information needed to develop yourself to such a high level is available to each and every one of 
the billion. And, as always, the only problem is that we habitually fail to use it. An average member of 
the billion can tell you all about the latest scandal in Hollywood, bring you up to date with the latest 
happenings in at least five different TV series, knows all the funniest Youtube videos and can direct 
you to all of the best sales currently on in town, but doesn't know the first thing about personal 
finances, health and wellbeing or personal productivity. And no, your fantastic knowledge of 
Eminem's life history is of no benefit whatsoever to you or to society.  

The reality is that our society contains a worrying amount of ignorance with regards to almost 
everything that is truly important in life. The world we live in is getting more complex every day, but 
we continuously refuse to actively develop our capacity to deal with and even thrive within this 
complexity. It's like we continuously upgrade the software by which our society is run (all our 
gadgets, our interconnectedness, our levels of specialization and our complex social structures), but 
refuse to ever do any hardware upgrades (level of development of the average citizen). 

At the risk of sounding like a Zen monk, I'll venture delving a little deeper into this. Continued 
personal development through regular acquisition and integration of valuable information is not just 
about increasing the size of your paycheque. It has a higher purpose: unlocking your creativity. The 
creative mechanism in human beings is the most amazing thing. It can take a number of totally 
random ideas and blend them together into something truly valuable. In order to access this magical 
realm of creation, however, you need a mind stocked with a diverse range of well understood ideas 
and concepts. These ideas and concepts are the fuel on which the creative mechanism runs. Without 
them there is nothing from which to build new creative ideas. 

In the marketplace today, the lowest paid workers exchange their time and energy for a little bit of 
money, the middle-class exchange their skills for more money and the elite exchange creative ideas 
that solve real-world problems for huge amounts of money. The elite are who they are because their 
range of understanding has grown sufficiently to allow them to really utilize their creative 
mechanisms in order to generate creative solutions that truly add massive amounts of value to the 
lives of others. 

There is no reason why you cannot build your mind up to a similar level. Information is all around us 
and is very cheap to acquire. Also, buying information has virtually no environmental impact. Shifting 
a significant amount of your consumption to valuable information is therefore an excellent method 
of addressing virtually all the crises we face today. As the demand for valuable information increases, 
the industry will expand and allow more people to add value in this area. The process of 
accumulating, formulating and disseminating valuable information truly is the definition of a 
sustainable economic sector. It can add massive value to the lives of everyone and has virtually zero 
environmental costs. Stimulating massive growth in this sector will therefore be good for any 
country's HPI. 

You can do yourself a big favour by investing in information on the topics listed below. I have also 
listed a few of my favourite information resources in each category to get you started. These 
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suggestions come from my evaluation of literally 100s of such titles over the years, so you can be 
pretty sure that they contain some pretty handy info.  

• Health and fitness 
o Healthy at 100 – John Robbins 
o 50 secrets of the world's longest living people – Sally Beare 
o The world's healthiest foods – George Mateljan 

• Personal finances 
o The richest man in Babylon – George Clason 
o The automatic millionaire – David Bach 
o 21 secrets of self-made millionaires – Brian Tracy 

• Interpersonal relations 
o How to win friends and influence people – Dale Carnegie 
o How full is your bucket? – Tom Rath 

• Personal organization and time management 
o Getting things done – David Allen 
o 21 great ways to manage your time and double your productivity – Brian Tracy 

• General personal development 
o 177 mental toughness secrets of the world class – Steve Siebold 
o Psycho cybernetics – Maxwell Maltz 

• The global environmental, economic and social issues touched upon in this writing 
o Six degrees – Mark Lynas 
o Heat – George Monbiot 
o Economics in one lesson – Henry Hazlitt 
o How an economy grows an why it crashes – Peter Schiff 
o The crash course – Chris Martenson 

• Further independent studies within your specific field of specialization 

Aside from the titles listed here, there is a wealth of very good information available on each of these 
topics and working through them will keep you busy for quite a while, requiring substantial capital in 
terms of time and money. But just like all of the other sustainable consumables discussed in this 
section, it will repay this capital investment with substantial interest. 

The first thing you should do when embarking on this healthy information consumption fest is to ban 
your TV. The average American could complete an entire university degree within the time wasted 
from only three years of average TV watching. If you are an average TV watcher, take the advice of 
Groucho Marx who said: "I find television very educating. Every time somebody turns on the set, I go 
into the other room and read a book." 

Support the information industry. Spectacular growth in this market sector has the potential to 
single-handedly solve each and every one of the five crises henceforth discussed.  

6.5 Choosing a home 
Your home is the environment in which you spend the greatest percentage of your time. It is also the 
anchor point around which your life is built. Shaping this environment optimally is therefore of 
cardinal importance. We will look at the stuff you put inside your home in the next section, whereas 
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this section will focus primarily on the three well-known primary considerations to choosing a home: 
location, location and location. For the purposes of this writing, however, I would like to take the 
liberty of adding one more constituent to this classical trio, bringing the grand total up to four: 
location, location, location and size.  

Don't worry, I'm certainly not suggesting that you pack up your entire life right now and move to a 
new place in order to save the world. I'm just saying that, when you move, don't just think of your 
home in the suburbs, also think of your only home in the known universe, planet Earth. About 14% of 
Americans move every year. When it is your turn, think carefully about location, location, location 
and size.  

6.5.1 Location, location, location … 
Most people move because of work and therefore have a fairly limited scope as to where they are 
moving to. If you are one of these, your primary aim in selecting a home should be to minimize your 
use of a car and to minimize your travelling time. Cars constitute about 15% of total global 
greenhouse gas emissions. Not only do they kill our planet, they also kill your time. The average 
affluent person will spend 5 years of his/her life stuck in a car, a rather ridiculous 6 months of these 
waiting at traffic lights. Last, but not least, we should also consider that $8000-a-year price tag 
already mentioned a few times before.  

Cutting a big chunk out of your driving time will therefore save the world, save you time and save you 
money – quite sizable portions of each. Let's look at some ways in which you can tailor your 
environment to make this happen by selecting a home in the correct location.  

The largest chunk of driving time is spent going to work. If you can eliminate this guy by choosing the 
correct location, you would have gone a long way towards saving the world. There are lots of ways in 
which you can do this.  

By far the best option is to get to work by your own power. If you can buy or rent a home within 5 km 
from work (10 km if you are in good shape), a bicycle is for you. If you have an e-bike, this range can 
become even larger. Doing this single thing can easily reduce your carbon footprint and your total 
expenses by 10% or more. There is also significant evidence that it will make you a lot healthier. 
Studies have shown that 30 minutes of mild exercise every day can add 5 years to your life and give 
great gains in the value you get from the remaining years.  

Let's just harp on a little more about the importance of health for a few more seconds. In terms of 
finances, the average American spends 7% of all his/her earnings on healthcare. But that is just 
private health expenditures. In 2011, 18% of the entire GDP of the USA was spent on health care, 
much of which is government spending (adding to their already massive government deficit). In 1960, 
this was 5%. Also consider that the average Brit takes 10-12 days of sick leave per year, costing their 
country 6% of its total productivity. If you think 6% is not that much, consider that the total global 
investment in renewable energy is a mere 0.33% of global GDP. This should give you an idea of all the 
good that can be done with 6% extra productivity.  

Simple lifestyle changes on a one in a billion basis can make a huge dent in these massive numbers. If 
you are part of the billion and do not have any chronic illnesses, there really is no excuse for ever 
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getting sick (seriously). Biking 10 km to work and back each day will take you a lot closer to this ideal 
and selecting a location for your home making this possible is therefore well worth the effort.  

This will quite often not be possible, however, at least not for everyone in the family. The next best 
option is taking the bus or train, cutting a significant chunk out of your carbon footprint. The best 
thing about public transport, however, is that you do not have to concentrate on driving. This gives 
you the chance to do stuff like read or listen to educational material (supporting the information 
industry) or check your emails, meaning that those 5 years of your life mentioned earlier do not have 
to go to waste.   

Finally, it would be wise to consider whether a home grocery delivery service delivers to the 
neighbourhood you plan on moving to. This might not sound very important now, but as will be 
discussed later on, this simple lifestyle change can make huge dents in your environmental impact 
while simultaneously saving you a lot of time, money, effort and clutter.  

If you are not bound by work commitments, however, you have a much larger scope in the selection 
of your location. And by "bound" I essentially mean you literally have no other options. I sincerely 
hope you are not bound to that extent. Indeed, due to their marketable skills, a substantial portion of 
the billion is very much unbound in the modern world. This implies that your scope for selecting a 
location includes the entire globe, granting you every opportunity to virtually eliminate your need for 
a car and have your ability to add value increase enormously. I did this by moving from South Africa 
to Norway – a move from 123rd to 1st on the human development index. I'm sure this single act more 
than doubled the value I will add in the long career in front of me. So, if you are at a life-stage where 
such a move is possible, give it serious consideration. It offers truly enormous rewards, both for you 
and for humankind.  

6.5.2 … and size 
You will probably not be very surprised to hear that the average American home has more than 
doubled in size since the 1950s. And as discussed in the section on the credit crisis, the size of your 
house is a very good indication of your expenditures. Financially, these expenses involve bigger 
mortgage payments, bigger utility bills, bigger maintenance bills, and much bigger expenditures on 
the miscellaneous stuff that every homeowner finds he suddenly "needs" quite desperately after 
moving to a larger home. Each of these things impacts directly on personal finances and the 
environment.  

In addition, the amount of time required to clean and maintain a large home can become highly 
significant. Having a garden of course increases this loading significantly. For these reasons, a flat or 
an apartment is highly recommended for as long as it is at all practical. When measured in terms of 
time, money and environmental impact, the flat wins hands down over the house.  

In the end it is simply a question of what you really need. You need enough space to live comfortably; 
no more and no less. Less space than your comfort zone will lead to frustration and perhaps a slight 
reduction in efficiency, but more space than your comfort zone will lead to a whole range of 
environmental, financial and personal time impacts which, in the long run, are much more damaging 
than the frustration of not having enough space for a pool table.  
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A large portion of this writing is focussed on curbing excessive and wasteful expenditures. Selecting a 
home of modest size is the most fundamental way in which you can shape your environment to meet 
this noble purpose, naturally and automatically. 

6.6 Optimize your home 
All of the random appliances in your home account for more than half of your home carbon 
footprint. In addition, a significant portion of these appliances also contribute to your water 
footprint. There is a lot that you can do to minimise these two footprints, saving you money and 
saving the world. Let's take a look. 

6.6.1 Lighting 
The first and most obvious one of these is lighting. A few years ago, something that can only be 
described as technological miracle took place: a new brand of lightbulb was developed using 10 times 
less electricity and lasting 10 times longer than its predecessor. This is a truly revolutionary. Usually, 
researchers are very happy if they get some product to work 10% more efficiently. Energy-saving 
lightbulbs work 1000% more efficiently than incandescent bulbs. That is just a mind-blowing 
advance. 

Unfortunately, the world has reacted to this amazing technological leap with its usual passivity and 
ignorance. Even though this amazing new technology has been in our shops at affordable prices for 
years already, the UN estimates that another 800 million tons of CO2 emissions can be saved yearly if 
the world would simply use this fantastic technology. Think about it; we can cut global emissions by 
almost 3% simply by changing our lightbulbs. 

The technology can also save the world massive amounts of money. Nowadays, they are in the same 
price range as incandescent bulbs and, as mentioned earlier, they will last 10 times longer. In effect, 
therefore, they are almost 10 times cheaper. If you switch from an incandescent bulb to an energy-
saving bulb, you electricity savings alone will make the bulb pay for itself within the first six months 
of its 10 year lifetime. Really, when presented with these facts one would have to conclude that only 
an ignorant, earth-killing idiot would ever buy an incandescent bulb nowadays. 

So please, don't be an ignorant, earth-killing idiot. Take a few of your hard earned dollars and a few 
minutes of your precious time to eliminate each and every incandescent bulb from your life. This 
simple exercise is quite possibly the single easiest way to help save the world. 

6.6.2 General appliances 
When buying appliances, it is extremely important to buy quality. Look for two things: the energy 
efficiency of the appliance and its warranty. For some appliances, you should also check the water 
efficiency. 

Look out for the energy usage certificate which is mostly in the form of a sticker on the appliance 
with some horizontal bars on it going from a green A at the top to a red G at the bottom. Always try 
to buy the appliance with the greenest energy rating. This might be a bit more expensive, but will pay 
back handsomely the future. By choosing a highly efficient A++ fridge or freezer over a reasonably 
efficient A-rated alternative will save you $30 per year in electricity bills. It will therefore make up for 
the hundred dollar or so difference within the first few years. 
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Appliances from high-quality brands often come with a 10 year warranty and should easily last for at 
least 20 years. This kind of quality gives you great peace of mind and is also financially rewarding in 
the long run. The nice thing is that such high-quality products are invariably very energy efficient as 
well. You will therefore easily find a product in which both of these requirements are met. 

Another thing to consider when you're buying appliances is to first make sure that you really need 
that appliance. A tumble dryer is an example of an appliance that you can easily do without. Just get 
yourself a nice portable drying rack and you can do the job of a tumble dryer with zero costs and zero 
emissions. A tumble dryer can cost a few hundred dollars, use $50 of electricity and emit 150 kg of 
CO2 per year. This is quite simply not necessary. 

The next appliance that might pop in to some people's minds is a dishwasher. But don't worry, a 
dishwasher is actually more environmentally friendly than washing the dishes by hand (if you 
promise to use the eco-setting and run it only when it's full that is). It is therefore 100% cool to never 
wash dishes again. 

So, just follow these very simple guidelines when you buy a high-quality appliance every decade or so 
to save money, save time and to save the world. 

6.6.3 Measure what you use 
A very interesting range of metering innovations in the form of smart thermostats, smart electricity 
meters and smart water meters are freely available nowadays. These devices will help you to 
automatically control and monitor your energy and water usage. We often waste lots of energy 
because we do not realise how much this cost us, but if you have an electricity meter in your house 
at a very visible place, currently displaying the dollar amount of energy usage, you will find yourself 
remembering to switch off the lights much more naturally. 

There are a wide range of these devices available out there and it is highly recommended that you do 
some research to find which one will suit your particular situation best. The most important function 
of these is simply to help you become aware. We take the electricity from our wall sockets and the 
water from our taps completely for granted and almost never think about the financial or the 
environmental costs. Smart metering options can change this fallacy in thinking. 

So, get yourself in a smart meter and set some goals for your family, promising your kids that you will 
buy them something nice with the money that they help you save. Have some fun with it. 

6.6.4 Some water savers 
Water is set to become a significant problem in about two decades' time and we will all do well to 
start using it more efficiently even now. Your purchasing of highly efficient electrical appliances is a 
good start since these high quality machines will use your water very efficiently as well, but there are 
much more efficient methods for saving water.   

Around 75% of the water use in your home occurs in the bathroom, shared roughly 50/50 between 
the toilet and the bathtub/shower. Firstly, you can save a lot of water by getting yourself a modern 
dual flush toilet. These have been proven to save 67% of the water that would be used with a regular 
toilet. Then you should also totally eliminate your bathtub and get yourself a low-flow showerhead. 
Efficient low-flow showerheads also save about 67% of the water that would be used with a normal 
showerhead. And remember; the hot water you save in the shower also saves you electricity.  
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So, making only these two simple changes will magically cut your in-home water usage in half. Wow… 
just imagine that the entire billion takes one hour and $300 out of their lives to order and install a 
modern dual flush toilet and a low-flow showerhead, thereby halving their in-home water usage. 
How cool would that be?  

The biggest direct water sink in an average property, however, is the garden. And yes, the easiest 
way of curbing this massive consumption is to simply not have one. However, if you really love your 
garden too much to let it go, you can still save the planet by installing a rainwater harvesting system 
and/or transitioning to some much less water-intensive, preferably indigenous flora. Lawns are the 
biggest water suckers there are and you can do a lot of good by replacing your lawn with additional 
garden beds, pebbles or some attractive stone paving.  

Invest the time to do some research on this topic. In the end you can build yourself a garden that is 
more affordable, easier to maintain, more environmentally friendly and, above all, more beautiful 
than ever before.  

6.6.5 Recycle and reuse  
A big part of reducing our massive consumptive load on the planet is to simply recycle and reuse as 
much of the already extracted material as at all possible. Most developed nations have the required 
facilities to recycle and reuse virtually every consumable you can think of – be it general trash, old 
clothes, old furniture or old electronics.  

Electronic waste or e-waste is becoming a major problem. Old computers, fridges and washing 
machines are filling up landfills, wasting tons of precious materials and causing major environmental 
damage. In order to limit the environmental impact of your appliances, you need to make sure that 
they stay out of landfill sites. This can be done in two ways: giving them away if they still have a 
number of good years left in them and making sure that they are properly recycled. Different options 
will be available for each of these possibilities in your area. You would do well to check them out.  

The rest of your waste should also be diligently recycled according to the facilities provided by any 
decent city or town in the developed world. Make sure you use it. Recycling is incredibly important to 
ensure that we operate safely within planetary boundaries.  

Often a municipality does not have special facilities for biodegradable waste. In this case, you can 
buy yourself some bio-bags, have a special bin for all of your bio-waste and bury it bag-and-all in your 
garden for composting purposes. Your plants and your planet will love you for it.  

6.7 Reconsider your grocery shopping 
Together with water and air, food is one of the three basic requirements for human life. It therefore 
deserves its place as a separate section in this work. Gathering food has gotten a lot easier over the 
years and our complex modern society has allowed us to devote much less time and energy to this 
end than that which was required a few generations back. This allows us to devote a much larger 
portion of our time to more advanced aims.  

The fact that we devote less of our resources to gathering food does not make it less important, 
however. It is something that will forever be part of our lives and remain a significant part of total 
human enterprise. And yes, it is one of the most direct ways in which we consume the finite 
resources of planet earth.  
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In this section, we will divide our acquisition of food into four different categories: 

• How we acquire the food 
• Which general food groups we buy 
• Choosing between different versions of the same food 
• How much food we consume 

6.7.1 How we acquire food 
Nowadays, the standard method for acquiring food involves driving to a large out-of-town shopping 
centre, struggling to find parking, rushing through the overcrowded hypermarket and succumbing to 
every possible advertising temptation that might catch your eye. This method is generally accepted 
to be the most time-efficient and economical way of acquiring food. In many cases, however, this is 
simply not true. In addition, this method is also quite stressful and makes use of one of the most 
efficient greenhouse gas emission mechanisms: single-person-in-car. 

Eliminating the need to drive to acquire our food can make a significant dent in your carbon 
footprint. It can also save money. Remember that the car does not get you to the shopping centre for 
free. Depending on the traffic and the distance you drive, it can cost you a significant fraction of the 
money you pay for the food you acquire. The total costs of driving are calculated to amount to 
roughly $0.60 per km. If you make an average weekly round trip of 20 km to acquire food, this 
amounts to around $600 per year. In addition, eliminating the often stressful visit to one of our 
modern-day consumerist paradises (a shopping mall) never puts you in temptation to buy a whole 
bunch of stuff that you don't need, saving you lots of money and clutter.   

This temptation to buy superfluous stuff is worth dwelling on for another paragraph. Many people go 
shopping with "sales hunting" as one of their primary objectives. Among all of the stupidities 
discussed in this work, this one is right up there near the top of the pile. Buying something just 
because it is on a sale is a losing proposition all the way. No, you did not strike a bargain. What you 
did is to exchange a significant chunk of your limited savings for something that you do not need and 
therefore will derive very limited value from. Even if you simply left this money in a simple savings 
account where our idiotic inflationary economic system makes it effectively lose value at 1% per 
year, you would still be much better off than you are now that you have blown it on something that 
is all but useless to you. If you had saved the money, you could have used it in the future to buy 
something you really needed (i.e. something that will add some real value to your life). Instead, you 
are now stuck with something that is often just in the way and, because you now have even less 
savings, you feel that you need to take out the ultimate evil, a consumer loan, to get some future 
thing that you feel you actually need. Really, this entire process is rather severely not intelligent.  

Fortunately, there are basically two widely practiced ways in which we can save the environment, 
save money and avoid the evil clutches of any "bargains" dangled in front of our noses by the 
advertising industry. The first (and definitely the most efficient) is using a grocery delivery service. If 
everybody used such a service, the carbon footprint from grocery shopping could reduce by fully 
90%. When using bulk food transport and distribution, the carbon emissions required to get the food 
from the store to your home reduces significantly, but the biggest savings can be made by 
eliminating the supermarket altogether.  
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Supermarkets are one of the least energy efficient places on earth. Incredibly strong lighting is used 
to attract attention to products on display and the space heaters and open freezers are constantly 
fighting each other to keep the food cold and the people warm. When people simply order their 
groceries over the internet, however, none of this is necessary. The food can be kept in a dimly lit 
warehouse with highly efficient (closed) fridges and freezers, thereby saving massive amounts of 
electricity.  

It really is quite embarrassing that the majority of shopping is not being done in this way already. 
After the first one or two times it becomes incredibly convenient since you can simply order almost 
exactly the same list of groceries you did the previous time with a single click of a button. The 
groceries are delivered to your doorstep without you having to lift a finger at a cost that is lower than 
the gas and wear and tear on your car. It therefore saves you time, money and stress and goes a long 
way towards saving the planet. Heaven only knows why so few people are making use of this service. 

If no such home delivery service exists in your area as of yet, an alternative is to simply do your 
shopping at a smaller local supermarket and get there by foot or by bicycle/e-bike. For getting the 
groceries home, a range of innovative bicycle trailers exist. As an alternative, you can shop more 
often and only take home two bags slung over the handlebars. Whichever way you choose, our 
planet will appreciate your transition from fossil fuel to human power. So will your body. 

6.7.2 Which general food groups we buy 
Vegetarianism is widely hailed as a very planet friendly way of eating and, despite my love for almost 
all kinds of meat, I have to admit that they have a rather solid point. The amount of energy, 
agricultural land area and water going into one kilogram of meat vastly outweighs that going into one 
kilogram of fruit or vegetables. Animal cruelty concerns are also still alive and well in our society 
where economics is the only driver. Please spend a few painful minutes on Youtube looking at videos 
about factory farming and animal cruelty. Look especially for a fun Matrix spoof called "the Meatrix". 
It is guaranteed to free your mind from our meat-crazed cultural trance (the Meatrix) and open your 
eyes to the sad and rather disgusting reality of factory farming.  

Despite the push for a fully plant based diet, most studies still maintain that a certain percentage of 
animal products are necessary for optimum health. However, this percentage is much smaller than 
the diet enjoyed in the majority of first-world countries. In general, it is recommended to reserve the 
red meat only for special occasions and replace it with plant proteins, fish and, to a lower degree, 
eggs and poultry for everyday consumption. 

Not only is this a planet-friendly lifestyle change, it is also a very healthy and potentially less 
expensive alternative. Whole (non-processed) and natural plant foods are generally very high in 
nutrients and low in calories. Do some research about this to see just how huge this advantage really 
is. Green leafy vegetables are about 20 times more nutrient dense (more nutrients per calorie) than 
red meat, about 50 times more nutrient dense than the bleached white flour products that typically 
dominate our supermarket selections and 1000 times more nutrient dense than soft drinks.  

Unfortunately, people generally have a rather severe mental resistance to fruits and especially to 
vegetables. Like consumerism, this is simply due of our social conditioning and has very little to do 
with taste. If you invest the effort to get hold of some good recipes, I can guarantee that you will 
discover ways to prepare vegetables that taste much better than a McDonald's hamburger. Also 
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remember that fruits and vegetables are definitely not the only types of whole plant foods out there. 
Whole grains, beans and legumes, berries, nuts and seeds are also freely available to spice up your 
plant-based diet. I would especially recommend that you do some research on the health benefits of 
berries, nuts and seeds. These guys are generally loaded with a wide range of powerful micro-
nutrients and are actually very tasty. Use them to add some spark to your breakfast cereal or as a 
healthy snack to replace your standard chocolate bar or bag of chips.  

Even if you cannot see yourself becoming a true vegetarian, you really should increase your ratio of 
plant to animal foods significantly. It is the right thing to do in every single way. On the other hand, 
excessive red meat consumption is directly related to heart disease, the number one global killer. It is 
also linked to obesity, another prolific killer, not only physically, but also psychologically. Fish, oily 
species such as mackerel, herring, wild salmon & sardines in particular, offer a much healthier 
alternative and contain a wide variety of heart-friendly nutrients. Make the switch. It's certainly 
worth it.  

Let's now take a very brief look at the carbon and water footprints left by various food sources. These 
figures are rather shocking actually. They certainly opened my eyes. I hope they have the same effect 
on you.  

Producing a single kg of beef or lamb releases the equivalent of about 27 kg and 39 kg of CO2 
respectively (the carbon footprint is expressed in "equivalent CO2 emissions" because most of the 
greenhouse effect actually comes in the form of methane from animal ruminants). In addition, beef 
uses a whopping 15400 litres of water, while lamb is not far behind with 8800 litres. Thus, if you eat 
60 kg of red meat per year (about one 150 g serving per day) you would use up your entire 
sustainable 2 ton CO2 allowance just on this one single thing. Also, if you have diligently installed your 
low-flow showerhead, saving 40 litres of water per shower, you will need almost 200 days of low-
flow showering to cancel out the freshwater usage needed to produce that fat 500 g steak you just 
had at the restaurant. Wow…  

White meat like pork and chicken appear to be a much more sustainable. Pork emits only 12 kg CO2 
equivalent and uses 6000 litres of water per kg meat, while chicken is an even better choice at 7 kg of 
CO2 equivalent and 4300 litres of water per kg of meat. These are some impressive savings in relation 
to beef. Eggs are also not bad at around 5 kg CO2 and 3300 litres of water per kg eggs.  

Another area where we can cut quite substantially is our dairy consumption. We use quite a lot of 
milk in our daily lives, each litre of which releases about 1.2 kg CO2 and uses about 1000 l of water. 
Replacing this with soy, rice, oat or almond milk will instantly cut both these numbers by a factor of 
4-5. Soy milk is also surprisingly tasty (to me at least). I don't like to drink milk in its pure form, but I 
have to admit that I accidentally finished my first litre of soy milk the very first day I bought it – 
mostly straight from the bottle. In addition to being a very pleasant drink raw, soy milk also makes 
for a good milk replacement when baking and makes some very pleasant yoghurt. Nutritionally 
speaking, soy milk beats cow's milk in almost all aspects, only losing out when it comes to calcium 
and vitamin B12. The soy milk people have thought about that, however, and generally fortify their 
products with these nutrients so that you will lose nothing in making this highly beneficial switch.  

While we are on the topic of soy; I dare you to take the plunge and try some "veggie-meats" as a 
meat substitute. These plant proteins are mostly based on soybeans and are an excellent source of 
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protein. They also contain absolutely zero fat and, if you prepare them right, taste very similar to 
meat. Try these veggie-meats in lasagne, on burgers, in tacos or in any of the million forms you can 
find on the internet. Investing the little bit of effort to make this shift will be great for your health 
and even better for your planet. A kg of veggie-meat only emits about 2 kg of CO2 and uses about 
1000 litres of water.  

Indeed, if you are environmentally conscious and determined to maintain a healthy diet, veggie-
meats are great for peace of mind. Personally, I found them quite liberating actually. Minced meat 
used to be one of my favourite food sources because it is very versatile, can be used in many quick 
and great-tasting recipes and freezes very well for use as a packed lunch to work. Unfortunately, it is 
also quite environmentally damaging and contains a lot of fat and potentially lots of other weird stuff 
which could be bad for health. Finally I learned that I could swop in veggie-mince for minced meat 
which allowed me to lose all the disadvantages, but keep all the advantages. It really is quite cool; I 
now enjoy all the great advantages of minced meat totally guilt free.    

A quick word of warning on soy-products: There have been some isolated studies linking excessive 
soy consumption to breast cancer and memory problems. This topic is still hotly debated, but it is 
important that you do not go overboard with regards to your soy consumption. Like all other things, 
soy is best taken in moderation, supplemented with the myriad of other plant protein sources like 
nuts, seeds, whole grains and other types of beans. It is also recommended that you prefer 
fermented soy products because the fermentation process breaks down some of the potentially 
harmful substances. Veggie-meat and soy milk are unfortunately not fermented, but really should 
not cause any problems as long as they are taken in moderation. 

If you really have to have your animal proteins, choose fish instead of beef, pork or chicken. 
Naturally, it uses no water directly in production (only in distribution), which is a massive bonus 
considering that agriculture consumes 70% of our water supply. The carbon footprint varies quite 
significantly between fish species and production techniques, but a value of 3 kg CO2 per kg fish 
would be a good average. It is therefore 10 times more sustainable than red meat from a CO2 point 
of view, close to infinitely more sustainable from a water point of view and, just as a nice added 
bonus, much healthier.  

It is therefore very clear that, if you want to live a long and healthy life on a functional planet, you 
should really make an effort to replace your standard meat intake with plant proteins and fish. Both 
of these options are very healthy for you and for the planet. All you need is a short bout of willpower 
to break out of this factory farmed social conditioning we have gotten ourselves into. I was happily 
drifting along in this cultural trance as well, but it took only two weeks of thorough research to 
totally change my beliefs and my daily eating habits. It really is not that difficult. Invest this week or 
two and be rewarded with a long, healthy and guilt-free life.  

Just one important point on fish consumption though: please don't overdo it. Even though the 
oceans are gigantic, overfishing is a very real problem already and some studies predict global 
seafood stocks to collapse by 2050. This implies that you should not over-indulge (aim for two 
portions per week) and be very conscious when it comes to choosing your fish. Please make sure that 
the fish you buy have been caught or farmed in a sustainable way by supporting suppliers that give 
details about the sustainability of their fish on the packaging. If no indications about sustainability are 
given, please contact the supplier and ask them about this. You certainly have the right to demand 
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proof of sustainable production before you support them. Also make sure that you buy fish species 
that are still abundant and avoid fish species that are under pressure from overfishing. Good online 
guides for this are available to help you make planet-friendly selections (e.g. www.fishonline.org or 
www.panda.org/seafood). 

Finally, I would like to emphasize once more that the average member of the billion simply eats way 
too much animal protein. The truth is that we get some protein from almost everything we eat. Even 
common grain products that form the bulk of most diets (things like bread or rice) contain about 10% 
of their weight in protein. To calculate your required protein intake per day in grams, multiply your 
body weight in kilograms by 0.8. Someone weighing 70 kg therefore only needs 56 g of protein per 
day. For some perspective, consider that the average American consumes 151 g per day. But then 
again, 70 kg was the average American weight in 1960. Now, only 50 years later, the average 
American adult weighs in at a whopping 82 kg. Wow… at this pace they will reach the magical 100 kg 
mark comfortably within the 21st century.  

Anyway, a healthy 1960 American can get close to half the protein she needs from a hearty breakfast 
of muesli, yoghurt and fruit juice. Four slices of bread gives her another quarter, reserving the last 
quarter for a healthy snack of nuts and seeds, a slice of veggie-lasagne or a 100 g fish fillet. Healthy 
living requires that the remainder of her calories should come from plant-based sources including 
lots of nutrient-rich vegetables, fruits and berries.   

6.7.3 Choosing between different versions of the same food 
Even when you have committed to a diet primarily consisting of plant sources and fish, there is still a 
significant degree of optimization to be done when choosing among the myriad of options still 
available. As a general rule, the fresher, the more local and more natural the product, the better it is, 
both for the planet and for your health. This step falls in the more-effort-for-less-reward category, 
however, and you will be excused for skipping it if you at least adhered to the previous two steps. 
Those who are truly dedicated to saving the world are encouraged to read on though. It will cost you 
a full four minutes of your valuable time.   

The optimum strategy is buying your fruit, vegetable and grain products directly from the farmers' 
market and buying your fish directly from the harbour. You might also consider reclaiming that 
unused patch of land in your garden for some veggies. Unfortunately, very few people can practically 
choose this option, but it will still be excellent if you can get at least a small percentage of your food 
from such local, natural and fresh sources.   

The more practical alternative is to choose the correct products form the supermarket. Making this 
choice correctly can become a bit tricky though and requires some time and effort. In general, you 
need to know consider four things about the product that you consider buying: the source of the raw 
materials, the route between the harvest and the store, the ways in which it has been processed and 
the ways in which it has been packaged. This can sound like a massive amount of effort, but please 
keep in mind that such an investigation is a once-off investment of time and energy. Once you have 
made the correct choices, you can simply buy the same products in the future without thinking about 
it ever again.  

In the quest for economically competitive foods, many suppliers use distinctly un-planet-friendly 
methods. Salmon farms, for example, deplete two kilograms of fish from the ocean to get one 

http://www.fishonline.org/
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kilogram of farmed salmon. Additionally, as mentioned before, animal cruelty is also still a reality. 
Commercial chicken farms come to mind here. In general, it is recommended to buy free range 
poultry, eggs or other meat products and buying fish caught in the ocean (in a sustainable manner) 
since these are acquired in a more natural way, implying that it is more energy and resource-
efficient. The general consensus is also that these products are significantly healthier. These more 
natural products are more expensive, however, but, as part of the billion influentials, this should not 
be a major issue for you. Going cheap on your health and on the environment is certainly not the 
smartest move you can make.  

The route that a product follows from the harvest to the display rack in the store is important to 
track its carbon footprint resulting from transportation. Many foods nowadays are flown in from half 
way around the world, creating massive carbon emissions. Foods can also be transported from place 
to place for processing and packaging purposes. You can reduce your personal carbon footprint 
significantly by choosing foods that travel the least.  

The amount of processing a food has undergone is a touchy subject simply because it increases 
convenience either by increasing the longevity of the food or by making the food easier to prepare. 
As an example, frozen and cut vegetables and already prepared salad make out an important part of 
my healthy diet, simply because they are so convenient. If not for these foods, my intake of healthy 
greens would be much lower. In general therefore, I would recommend only buying processed foods 
in which the processing encourages healthy eating. In addition to simply making you a happier 
human being, the health benefits from healthy foods processed for convenience will increase the 
amount of value you can add in your daily vocation and decrease the amount of value you consume 
in terms of health services, thereby doing much more good than harm. Stuff that do not have this 
health benefit or even has the opposite effect should of course be avoided. Examples of these 
include processed meats, sliced cheese and virtually all forms of takeaways.  

Finally, the packaging of your grocery product is important. The carbon footprint created by 
packaging results both from the materials used and the process of packaging itself. If you recycle, 
however, this contribution is not very large, since most grocery items contain no more packaging 
than a simple plastic bag with or without a carton box. If your community does not have recycling 
facilities for paper, plastic, glass and metal waste, you should really consider making some noise 
about it since simply because it is totally unacceptable in our modern day and age. If it does and you 
are not making use of it, well, the less said about that the better. Please recycle. It is the right thing 
to do.   

6.7.4 How much food we consume 
The quantity of food people in first world countries consume is quite amazing. The average American 
daily caloric intake increased from 2234 calories in 1970 and 2757 calories in 2003. Following this 
trend, they should now be at roughly 2900 calories. This is almost 50% more than the calories 
consumed by the super-healthy populations described in the section on health (guess why 63% of 
America is overweight). We can therefore do a lot for global food security (as well as our health and 
finances) by simply eating less.  

Data from all over the world shows that obesity follows affluence as night follows day. Obesity in 
China doubled from 1989 to 2000 and is projected to double again by 2020. It is therefore clear that 
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people will consume larger quantities of richer foods whenever they can afford it. And yes, this is not 
exactly a complement for our species.  

People qualifying under the 1 billion influentials actually quite rarely eat because they are hungry. 
This implies that we almost never eat to satisfy our basic need for nutritional sustenance and 
therefore that a large portion of our consumption is simply a waste of finite planetary resources. 
Sure, there are some isolated cases where the situation calls for some indulgence, but in general day-
to-day life, there is no excuse whatsoever. 

Also keep in mind that constant over-eating is a skill just like any other; a skill that you can perfect 
through consistent practice. If you always eat until you are close to bursting, you stomach stretches 
just a little bit each time, thereby giving you more capacity for next time and requiring ever-
increasing quantities of food to fill you up. Trust me; this is not a skill you want to have. Let it go.  

The most practical thing you can do to curb your excessive food consumption and simultaneously do 
the planet and your body a huge favour, is to simply create the healthy nutritional environment 
described previously. Once this is set up properly, it is very easy to maintain and will save you time 
and money as well as significantly cut down on your carbon and ecological footprints. And yes, your 
life is sure to extend significantly, both in terms of quantity and quality.  

As an added little bit of motivation, it helps to understand just exactly how continuous over-eating 
influences health. Whenever you eat, large amounts of waste products are generated in the process 
of converting food to energy, the most dangerous of which are called free radicals. Free radicals are 
simply atoms missing an electron. This renders them unstable and gets them stealing electrons from 
other, much more important atoms in the body, causing all the primary killers such as heart disease 
and cancer.  

Luckily, nature gives us a very natural antidote against this extremely dangerous corrosive agent; 
something called antioxidants. These guys stabilize free radicals by donating the missing electron 
they so desperately crave, thereby stopping them from degrading all the other atoms in the body. 
Antioxidants are therefore absolutely crucial for maintaining a healthy and youthful body.  

In general, more calories mean more free radicals and more nutrients mean more antioxidants. 
Therefore, the obvious conclusion is that you should greatly reduce your caloric intake and focus on 
healthy, nutrient-dense foods (foods with a very large nutrient/calorie ratio). As mentioned earlier, 
the bad news for meat-eaters is that meats generally have low nutrient/calorie ratios, while whole 
plant foods have high nutrient/calorie ratios. Science unanimously agrees on that. Another thing that 
science unanimously agrees on is that the nutrient/calorie ratio of your food intake is an even 
stronger predictor of your health and longevity than smoking.  

Spend some time on the internet and buy a book or two on this subject. This single action will add 
many years to your life and much life to your years.  

6.8 Flying  
Flying has always been a big dream of the human race – a dream which has finally come true for us in 
the last century or so. It has opened up the world, allowing us to visit exotic places and meet 
fantastic people, both things that would otherwise have been next to impossible for the average 



 

165 
 

member of the billion. This is awesome and aviation certainly contributes greatly to the high 
standard of living that we enjoy.  

Unfortunately, however, aviation is a very energy intensive industry. Just getting the 600 tons of the 
largest passenger planes 11 km into the sky takes almost 65 GJ (18000 kWh) of energy which is about 
the same as the amount of electricity you consume in an entire decade. As planetary boundaries 
close in, our view of such energy intensive processes will have to be revamped. This section will 
attempt to start this process.  

6.8.1 Environmental damages 
People fly much less than they drive. Hence, cars contribute a full 15% of global emissions, while 
passenger planes contribute only 2%. However, flying is almost exclusively reserved for the billion, 
while a vast number of poorer people now also have cars. Within the billion therefore, flying is 
generally a highly significant portion of the average carbon footprint.  

In addition, emissions from planes are estimated to be about twice as conducive to global warming 
as regular ground level emissions. This is due to water vapour and nitrous oxide emissions in the 
upper atmosphere. Nitrous oxides form ozone which is a very efficient heat trapper, while water 
vapour forms those pretty contrails mostly visible behind aeroplanes, also contributing to the 
greenhouse effect.  

CO2 emissions from aeroplanes therefore have to be multiplied by a factor of 1.9 to be accurately 
represented in your carbon footprint. Emissions from standard passenger flights range from 257 
g/km/passenger for short flights to 113 g/km/passenger for long flights. A 10000 km intercontinental 
return flight will therefore release 2.26 tons of CO2. Multiply this by the recommended 1.9 
amplification factor and you get 4.3 tons – more than twice the sustainable yearly limit.  

This is quite staggering really; by taking a single long-distance return flight for business or holiday, 
you blow your sustainable carbon allowance for two whole years. You can do lots of nice things like 
not own a clothes dryer, but when it comes to your personal carbon footprint, you will cancel all of 
your clothes-hanging efforts for the next half a century with one single intercontinental flight. Thus, if 
there is one place to cut your carbon footprint, it is your use of air travel.  

Another problem with aviation is that it does not look like it is at all possible for technology to come 
to the rescue in the foreseeable future. Running a big jumbo jet on electricity will never be practical 
since the required battery storage will have to be so heavy that the plane will never make it off the 
runway. Hydrogen is also a problem since the water vapour emissions in the upper atmosphere are 
highly conducive to global warming. Our only option for cutting our aviation carbon footprints is 
therefore to fly less. And this will remain our only option for many decades to come.   

6.8.2 Limiting you flights 
Aw man, this really sucks. We have just gotten our amazing power of flight and now we are not 
allowed to use it anymore? Come on…  

Yeah, I know it is not cool, but it does not need to be as bad as it seems. Let's map out some 
alternatives to the two most common reasons for flying: business and holidays.  
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6.8.2.1 Business 
There seems to be a trend in business that people measure their importance in the number of flights 
they take per year. If you fly around a lot, you are a mover and shaker, you are a man of the world 
and you always have good lunchtime stories of faraway lands.  

In reality, it is questionable whether regular flying is in fact profitable to business, taking into account 
the costs of flying in time and money. If you go to a conference on the other side of the world, it 
consumes two working days in flight, up to a week in working days at the conference and probably 
another three days for miscellaneous stuff like buying plane tickets, organizing visas and recovering 
from jet-lag. In total therefore one conference can cost your company about 5% of your productive 
time. 

Let's take a look at the money side. If your services are worth about $40 per hour, your company has 
to pay you $3200 for not adding any direct value for such a conference trip. In addition, the flight, 
hotel and living costs will amount to roughly the same. Thus, a conference trip puts your company 
$6000 in the red, implying that whatever contacts and information you gained from the conference 
has to at least be worth more than that. Whether this will be a good investment will vary from 
person to person. Personally, I don't find it worthwhile, but highly motivated managers and network 
marketers might establish highly profitable relations and easily make back this initial expense. I don't 
know what your situation is, but at least give these facts honest consideration before your next 
business trip.  

The argument against business travel becomes much stronger, however, when looking at modern 
communication technology. Our company has recently gotten the communications software 
Microsoft Lync. It is something like an advanced version of Skype, allowing large, high quality video 
conference calls with the possibility of screen sharing. Special video conferencing meeting rooms 
with large screens can make it feel like the person on the other side of the call is in the room with 
you.  

If such software and facilities are spread sufficiently throughout the business world, the same 
outcomes can be achieved from the comfort of your own office or the meeting room down the hall 
as from wasting many business days and thousands of dollars on carbon intensive business flights. 
Sure, there will always be situations where face-to-face meetings are mandatory, but please stop to 
evaluate whether your next trip really falls in this category. Be honest and don't just blindly give in to 
the force of habit.  

6.8.2.2 Holiday 
An adventure in a faraway land can be a great experience, giving you lots of fond memories, some 
much needed downtime and some pretty awesome pics to share on Facebook. This is great, but will 
only remain great as long as it truly is a special occasion. Just as the current generation of human 
beings quickly got used to consuming 10 times more than their grandparents, becoming no happier 
in the process, the current generation can get used to two oversees holidays per year, also becoming 
no happier in the process.  

The exact purpose of an overseas holiday varies greatly from person to person. Some want to see the 
world and experience new cultures, others want to spend some quality time with the family or 
friends they take with them, others want to take some quality photographs, while still others just 
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want to relax for a change. Hmm… Did you notice that only the first of these motivations actually 
requires flying?  

This is a very important point to consider. If you would like some family time, some photo time or 
just some downtime, you can easily get that from a local holiday within a radius of a few hundred 
kilometres from your home. In actual fact, such a simple, local holiday is likely to meet these aims 
much more efficiently than an overseas holiday simply because it is much simpler, much less 
stressful, much more relaxing and overall just much less effort. Financially, such a trip will also work 
out ten times cheaper than an overseas trip.  

So, next time you plan an overseas holiday, be very honest and make very sure that this flying holiday 
will be much more efficient in meeting your real purpose than a much simpler local holiday. I say 
"much more efficient" because the costs of this holiday, both financially and environmentally, will be 
a full ten times greater than the costs of a local holiday. Will it really be worth it, considering that 
your local holiday can be longer, less frugal and without that constant push to "experience 
everything" making you constantly run around snapping pics like a Japanese tourist, ultimately 
causing you to return to the office more worn out than you were when you left?  

And yes, as noted at the start of this section, you really do not want such an overseas holiday to 
become the norm. If this happens your brain will become very unhappy if you do not go on two long 
overseas trips per year instead of becoming very happy when you take you single, well-deserved trip 
every third or fourth year. You really don't want this to happen.  

In the end, we go on holiday because we want to be happy. And the best way to make this happen is 
to simply allow your brain to synthesize happiness in an environment where international travel is a 
rare privilege, allowing it to really flood your body with those happiness inducing endorphins when 
you eventually do take you well-deserved overseas trip. If you become a consumerist traveller, this 
type of consumerism will rob you of happiness in exactly the same way as material consumerism 
does – it will simply continuously raise your desire for exotic experiences to the next level.  

Really, experiential consumerism is a no more efficient road to happiness than material 
consumerism. It is also no less environmentally and financially destructive and therefore is no less 
idiotic. Please make sure that you do not turn into an experiential consumerist. Nothing good can 
come of that.   

6.9 Reshape the labour force 
The amount of work that needs to be done to completely revamp our society in the 21st century is 
truly staggering and, frankly put; I simply don't think we have the manpower to get the job done in 
time. Remember that, even if we manage to raise the massive investment funds required to build all 
of the infrastructure and conduct all of the RD&D required within the sectors of energy, agriculture, 
water management, transportation, general industry and urbanization, we will still need millions and 
millions of skilled workers to turn those funds into the actual infrastructure and information that can 
add real value to society. Without this army of skilled workers, all the funds and resources in the 
world are completely useless.  

This section will therefore discuss the importance of this crucial labour force restructuring and list 
the most important market sectors that need to grow substantially if we are to have any chance of 
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getting the job done in time. It is absolutely imperative that we make substantial progress with this 
mammoth task before our cheap fossil fuel slave labour runs out or our planet starts making life very 
difficult for us through climate change and large scale resource depletion. We have a limited window 
in which we are still blessed with cheap and convenient fossil energy and not hampered by major 
resistance from our planet. Under these ideal circumstances, this massive task might just be 
manageable, but if this window closes before we have made major progress, I'm afraid we are we are 
in very big trouble. We therefore have no time to lose and need everyone to come to the party.  

This section will consist of two parts: a description of the massive task at hand and an outline of the 
market sectors that need to grow. Naturally, this can only be a possible action step for young people 
who are deciding on a possible career path or older people who would like to switch careers. If you 
fall in any of these categories, please take this into consideration. It really is of paramount 
importance.  

6.9.1 Mission outline 
The global labour force is tasked with an almost impossible mission: replace virtually every process 
on earth with clean and sustainable technology that is still years from being commercially viable or 
has not even been invented yet and implement this technology not only for the billion richest people, 
but for the remaining 6 billion as well. To be fair, we have done a pretty impressive job of 
transforming our planet over the past century or so, but we have done this in a world with practically 
infinite resources, infinite waste disposal capabilities and cheap fossil fuels just spilling out of the 
ground. This situation is just about as ideal as you can get, but despite our access to this wonderful 
growth-conducive environment we have only made real improvements to the lives of about 20% of 
the world population.  

Now we need to do it all over again. Only this time, we need to change everything within a much less 
ideal and much more complex environment. We also have to target not only the richest billion, but 
everyone on the planet. If we again only develop 20% of the world population, planetary boundaries 
will make life virtually impossible for the remaining 80% and lead to unimaginable political, social and 
economic problems. We therefore have to accomplish this mission within a distinctly non-ideal 
environment on a scale five times bigger than we have done over the past fossil fuel filled century. It 
will be quite a challenge...  

We will require massive changes to a wide range of industries, but here we will only take a brief look 
at the most widely publicized of these: clean energy. Currently, the world gets about 1.5 TW of 
electricity from fossil fuel power stations, the biggest portion of which is produced by our 2300 coal 
fired plants. The total number of fossil fuel plants is probably around 3500. So how much are 3500 
power plants exactly? Well, China is by far the most industrious country in the world today and 
manages to build one of these guys every week or so. That sounds pretty impressive, but even at this 
rate, one would need about 70 years to build all of the fossil fuel plants on earth even though this is 
very old and relatively simple technology. 70 years is a long time… 

The clean alternatives; primarily solar, wind and carbon capture & storage (CCS), have been under 
development for decades, but these guys currently cover only about 3% of our global electricity 
generation. Nuclear and hydro contribute another very important 29%, but hydro is pretty much 
maxed out and nuclear is suddenly not so attractive anymore after the disaster in Japan. In short; we 
most definitely need to up our game in the department of solar, wind and CCS. Currently, none of 
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these technologies are commercially viable and all of them require very different expertise to that of 
standard fossil fuel power generation. If we are to replace 3500 fossil fuel power plants with these 
alternatives before our window of opportunity is slammed shut by planetary boundaries, we will 
need many more skilled hands than we have now.  

But the truth is that we will need to build much more than 3500 clean power plants. We use just 
about as much energy by means of direct combustion in transportation and machinery as we use for 
electricity. These fossil fuels will have to be replaced by clean electricity or hydrogen. Biofuels are 
simply not an option for me due to the massive negative impact that biofuel production will have on 
global food and water security as well as biodiversity. The world will therefore need about 7000 
power plants under current energy demands. But energy demands will definitely not stay constant 
during the course of the 21st century. In fact, global energy demands are projected to increase by a 
factor of 3-5 as a greater portion of the population is uplifted, implying that we could need 
something in the order of 25000 new power plants by the end of this century.  

Now, even if we make some very optimistic assumptions like us getting some commercially viable 
solar, wind and CCS technology soon, these power stations only being twice as difficult to construct 
as current fossil fuel plants and the whole world producing like the Chinese, the world with its 
current expertise will probably be able to build about 2.5 power stations a week (we are currently 
managing about 10% of this rate). If we assume that, once we reach this point, this rate of global 
power plant production will increase by 3% per year and that these power plants will have a 30 year 
lifetime, we will need about 78 years to reach our global target of 25000 power plants.  

So, with our current labour market, we will need almost a century to build the required infrastructure 
after all of the technology is commercially viable. Unfortunately, offshore wind and solar PV are 
currently estimated to deliver electricity roughly 2.5 times more expensive than conventional coal by 
2016, implying that we still have a long way to go to commercial viability. CCS will only add about 
30% to the price of electricity, however, making it a much more attractive option. It might not be 
renewable, but at least it is clean. All considered, I think it is safe to say that a number of precious 
decades will pass before clean electricity becomes commercially attractive compared to coal.  

It is very important to account for these long time delays to worldwide deployment even after the 
new technology is commercially available. Many people still think that the whole world will magically 
be filled with renewable energy sources once scientists master the technology, but this is simply not 
true. We first need to master the technology to such a degree that it is commercially viable (probably 
about 1-3 decades), then we need to totally change our production infrastructure, methods and 
workforce (another decade or two) and then we need to churn out thousands of power plants 
(around a century).  

The fact is that planetary boundaries simply will not allow us this kind of time. If we start deployment 
too late and our cheap fossil fuel energy runs out, it will be downright impossible to maintain the 
assumed 3% exponential growth in production over an entire century. Also, maintaining such a rate 
of growth will become increasingly difficult as time goes by simply because the solar plants and wind 
farms will obviously be built in the best locations first, forcing us to eventually begin constructing 
solar plants in less sunny places and wind farms in less windy places. The resulting drop in efficiency 
will make these projects bigger and more expensive with time.  
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As mentioned before, at a 3% annual growth in production, we will build the required 25000 power 
plants in 78 years. However, at 2% growth we will need 109 years, 1% growth will need 202 years 
and at 0% growth in production, we will never make it due to the finite lifetimes of these plants. In 
fact, if planetary boundaries close in before we have already gone a long way towards building this 
infrastructure, we can even experience negative growth in production, in which case our future will 
be no fun at all.   

We therefore need to get the job done much faster, implying that we not only need much greater 
financial investments into these sectors, but also many more skilled hands. After all, the pessimistic 
preceding paragraph also has a flipside: at 4% growth in production, we will need only 62 years, 5% 
will need 52 years and 6% will need 46 years. The trick is that we must always have enough 
affordable and sustainable energy so that our production of further clean energy resources is not 
impeded. We can therefore either end up in a virtuous cycle where our production is so efficient that 
energy just keeps getting cheaper and production becomes increasingly easy or we can end up in a 
vicious cycle where energy keeps getting more expensive and production becomes increasingly 
difficult.  

Another very positive attribute of renewable energy is that it can be developed and distributed 
completely independently from hopelessly slow and bureaucratic government processes. Since solar 
panels and wind turbines can be easily acquired by individuals on the free market and installed on 
their roofs, we need not be slowed down by politics. The private sector is always many times more 
efficient than the public sector in getting things done and, if we as consumers finally wake up and 
create a large demand for these products, these technologies will be developed at truly breakneck 
speed within the private sector. For example, Germany contributed a full 16% of total global 
renewable energy investment in 2010 through simple rooftop solar panels.   

Obviously, we need to raise the public awareness and create a virtuous cycle where large demand 
stimulates rapid private sector growth which in turn causes rapid technological development which 
in turn brings down prices which in turn stimulates even more demand. To pull this off, however, we 
will require millions upon millions of highly skilled hands. The next section will discuss some of the 
skills that should be in those hands and then we will take a brief look at how you can insure yourself 
against the statistical possibility of a much reduced future.  

6.9.2 Sectors earmarked for growth 
The three occupations listed in this section will most likely play a very large part in saving the world. 
Of course, this writing is certainly not suggesting that you commit to an occupation that you are 
simply not drawn to. People in the wrong job are notoriously unhappy and unproductive and we 
certainly do not need that. The following jobs are simply listed for those who are considering a 
number of options. If any of these career paths are among your candidates, I hope this section will 
throw a little more weight behind them. If you make this choice, your job will not simply be a source 
of income; it will be a meaningful contribution to the future of our civilization.  

In the long term, the occupations listed below should also be in great demand, implying that it will 
not be difficult to find work and make a good living. Like all the other guidelines in this action 
manual, educating yourself in one of these areas will create an environment that is not only good for 
the planet, but also good for you.  
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6.9.2.1 Engineering 
OK, I might be a little biased here, but I really think that engineers will save the world. Our civilization 
will have to be completely rebuilt if we are to live happily ever after and engineers are the only 
people who can do this rebuilding. Unfortunately, all architecture and engineering occupations in the 
USA currently comprise less than 2% of the labour market. I'm afraid the sheer magnitude of the task 
ahead is simply too great for such a small percentage of workers. We therefore need to increase this 
percentage quite substantially. Yes, engineering is not easy and getting a degree requires many years 
of hard study, but in the end it is definitely worth it. Thus, if engineering is an option for you, please 
consider it.   

You can do even greater good by specializing in some form of sustainable technology. There really 
are a lot of options within all engineering disciplines: anything from clean and renewable energy to 
sustainable transportation to green buildings to water and waste management to general sustainable 
industrial processes and agriculture. If you equip yourself with a top-class expertise in any of these 
areas, you will be in great demand for the rest of your life. The world will simply have no choice other 
than enlisting your vital expertise.  

If engineering really is your life calling, you should seriously consider entering a research position. 
Yes, research nowadays requires a PhD, implying that you will spend close to a full decade studying, 
and it often does not pay as well as a regular engineering position, but I really think that this is the 
area in which you can make the biggest contribution to the future of our planet. Before we can 
actually build anything on a global scale, it first needs to be commercially viable and practically 
attractive. Currently, clean and renewable technologies are neither of these things and it is the job of 
research engineers to develop these technologies to the desired level as soon as at all possible. 
Remember that all the money, all the time, all the builders, all the technicians and all the on-site 
engineers in the world are completely useless without well researched plans for a practical and 
commercially attractive technology. Someone has to draw these plans. Who knows; perhaps that 
someone will be you.   

6.9.2.2 Education 
We live in the most amazing time in human history primarily because of the wealth of information 
that is readily available to all of us. And it is the job of people working in education to get this 
information out to the people.  

Perhaps the most important objective of the education sector is breaking the back of the socio-
economic hereditability perpetuating social inequality. Universal access to education is the only way 
in which we will reduce inequality to acceptable standards. It is also the only way in which we will 
stabilise global population. In short; it is absolutely essential for a sustainable future on planet earth.  

Bringing education to poorer members of society is therefore the most noble and high-impact 
educational specialization that can be considered. Not only will it alleviate much human suffering and 
stabilize our numbers, it will also allow the world to tap into the vast human potential locked up in 
the majority of global citizens who have not had the privilege of receiving a quality education. We 
sorely need these people to contribute to the massive restructuring required within our society.  

But hey, it is not required that you go and teach in a little run-down school somewhere in the depths 
of Africa. Education in the developed world is just as important. Here, in the favourable environment 
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of the developed world, it really should be expected that the experience of school should develop a 
thirst for knowledge and a will to learn within the child. This really is crucial because we will need a 
very large percentage of pupils to go on to university and post-graduate studies if we are to get this 
massive job done.  

Studies have shown that student performance is inversely proportional to class size. Smaller class 
sizes (i.e. more teachers) therefore improve student performance for obvious reasons. It is therefore 
essential that we have as many teachers as at all possible, especially in the subjects of maths and 
science.  

Higher education is just as important though. We really have to churn out highly skilled workers at a 
much higher rate than we are doing presently and this will require many dedicated professors 
teaching at university. The rare combination of extensive specialized subject knowledge and good 
teaching skills is notoriously rare, however, and anyone possessing this much coveted combination of 
skills would make an enormously valuable contribution in this area.  

There is also significant room for research into teaching methodology. The primary aim should be to 
teach the child how to assemble, process and interpret the wealth of information that she can find all 
around her. Her creativity should be stimulated by interesting and meaningful projects and not 
quashed by boring facts that she can look up on Wikipedia whenever she wants to. The world is 
changing so rapidly that most facts become obsolete within a few years. The best education we can 
give our children is therefore the ability to correctly and efficiently utilize whichever facts are 
relevant at the time.  

I also feel that all children should know the basics about personal health and finances and have a 
basic idea about the functioning of the natural world and the economy (with a special emphasis on 
sustainability). Our complete ignorance regarding these vitally important matters may very well be 
the root cause for the trouble we are in at the moment.  

Remember; just like all the technical workers in the world are useless without the plans for a given 
technology, all the teachers in the world are useless without a curriculum. The correct tailoring of 
this curriculum should be our first and foremost priority.  

6.9.2.3 Green entrepreneurs 
The world has grown highly skilled at the dark art of getting consumers to spend. Good customer 
service, convenient shopping experiences, innovative marketing and non-stop advertising has gotten 
the world shopping like never before. The efficiency with which we have managed to do this is a 
great threat to the future of our civilization because it encourages rampant consumerism, but it can 
be made to work to our advantage if we apply this magic formula to the green industry.  

It is absolutely essential that green products are brought to the customer in such a way that it can be 
bought and installed with no stress, no hassle and no worries. It is just as important that information 
on how cost effective, easy to operate and vital for the future of our civilization these products really 
are. We have to use all of our customer service and marketing savvy to promote the green industry 
as never before and this task will require a large number of innovative entrepreneurs.  

The green industry is highly diverse, implying that you can make business out of a very wide range of 
products, choosing to focus only on those which are most applicable in your particular area. You can 
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make good business out of anything from home power solutions to electric vehicles to e-bikes to 
rainwater harvesting systems to home insulation solutions to grocery delivery services to green 
investment and financing services. All of the classic business principles apply, so we know everything 
we need to know already, implying that you will be able to ride this wave with minimal effort and 
risk. Remember; as planetary boundaries close in, the world will simply have no choice other than 
turning to green products. If you are well established in the market by the time that this industry 
really takes off, you will make a truckload of well-deserved money.  

Another area that needs much growth is green information services. The fact is that people simply do 
not know how to live sustainably and have no clue about the consequences of their short-sighted 
consumerist actions. They also have no clue that these very same lifestyle changes are the only route 
to sustainable health, wealth and happiness. Indeed, there truly is a massive need for education in 
the area of sustainable living within the adult population of today. The global mindset will have to 
evolve substantially before people will be willing to pay for such an information/educational service, 
but when it finally does, the market potential will be huge. For those with a pure heart and sufficient 
resources to take a potentially highly rewarding business risk, this area comes highly recommended. 

6.9.3 Insurance policy: essential skills 
This section has been written on the assumption that we manage to build all of our renewable 
energy infrastructure as well as the wide range of other infrastructure needed to grant our high-
maintenance, complex society a sustainable future. There is a real chance, however, that this will not 
happen. As stated before, we should aim to start and maintain a virtuous cycle where we rapidly 
revamp our world at a rate that always grants us the freedom to maintain further progress, but we 
can also slip into a vicious cycle where rising energy prices and basic resource scarcities significantly 
hamper our ability to transform our world. This section will take a brief look at how you can insure 
yourself and your family against such an event. I will keep it very brief though and the interested 
reader is directed elsewhere (e.g.  www.postpeakliving.com or www.chrismartenson.com).  

Despite my current level of understanding of the massive crisis the world is facing in the 21st century, 
I'm not a doomsday prophet (not yet at least). Many people openly proclaim that society will collapse 
as peak oil hits our fragile economy, but I still believe that we will persevere – not because of our 
fantastic foresight and long term planning, but simply because of our resilience. Humans can easily 
live a good life on ten times fewer resources than we burn through at the moment and we have 
proven throughout history that we always man up when duty calls. Thus, when resources become 
scarce, we will simply put our heads down and tough it out, adapt to our new circumstances and 
start building once more.  

Poorer earth citizens will not be so lucky, and we will forever have to bear the moral burden for the 
incredible pain and suffering we have caused them through our mindless over-consumption, but we 
in the developed world will keep some form of an advanced exchange economy going. It can be said 
with a good degree of certainty, however, that our future world will become smaller. The degree to 
which our world contracts will depend on the degree to which we allow our global crises to build up 
further steam before we start some serious mitigation efforts, but one thing is sure: our typical 
exponential growth will not continue.  

In order to prepare for such a scenario, you would do well to train yourself and/or others in various 
essential skills that could be necessary in such a smaller world. It is possible that local communities 

http://www.postpeakliving.com/
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might once again need to start catering for themselves instead of importing everything they need 
from all over the world. This requires some essential skills – skills that the vast majority of us just 
don't have.  

Essential skills include those that provide for the more basic needs of society: food, water, shelter, 
energy, clothing, health care, education and transportation. If the unthinkable happens, you really 
want to be in a position where you have a highly desired essential skill to offer to your community. 
Such skills include organic gardening and farming, electric work, renewable energy installation, 
mechanic work, sowing, basic and preventative medicine, teaching, acoustic music etc.  

Even though it is hard to imagine a society where you will not be able to exchange your more 
advanced and highly specialized skill for these essential skills, it will be a good insurance policy to just 
equip yourself and/or others with one of these skills. Do it as a hobby. It will be fun and there 
certainly is no downside. Your hobby might just turn out to become very profitable one day.  

In closing, there can be little doubt that our futures will become smaller at some point within the 
next one or two decades. How much smaller it will become is very difficult to say, but you will do well 
to slowly start preparing for a more local future (e.g. www.localfuture.org/home.htm). But hey, you 
don't have to go around preaching the end of the world to everyone you know – simply begin your 
own vegetable garden. It's as simple as that.  

6.10 Giving 
The primary way in which the billion can address the inequality crisis is through intelligent charity. 
Firstly, I sincerely hope that you are already giving charity to some or other organization. If not, you 
who consume 100 times more than an average person in the poorest billion should really hang your 
head in shame. Again, unless you have diligently worked your way out of poverty, you have most 
certainly not earned this right to consume 100 times more than someone in the lower billion. Indeed, 
the vast majority of the billion got their privileged positions through sheer, blind luck (by being born 
to well-off parents). We would do well to remember that.  

There are also a large number of other ways in which the billion can give to indirectly aid and fortify 
the poor against future shocks. This section will take a look at some of these channels. Please read 
through this section, make a decision and immediately take action to make your charity donation 
automatic (just like the rest of your finances). Don't postpone and don't try to just do it once in a 
while. Do it now and make it a fixed part of your financial environment.  

If I had a nickel for every time I read about the power of giving, I would be a very rich man now. Every 
spiritual text is filled with such references, so is every personal development book. There are some 
very good reasons for this. Firstly, giving freely without expecting anything in return is the 
cornerstone of the abundance mentality. This is an open and positive mindset, highly conducive to 
value creation and linked to great personal wealth. On the other hand, individuals rooted in a 
mindset of scarcity are very defensive in their thinking. They focus far too much of their efforts on 
protecting the little that they already have and fail to invest the effort to expand their abilities in 
order to create more value. Such people very rarely become financially independent.  

Secondly, smart donations are actually a form of investment that can give significant returns. In our 
highly interconnected world, the problems of the poor have a very direct effect on you. This can be 

http://www.localfuture.org/home.htm
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through your taxes which go to welfare payments or foreign aid, damages and losses caused by crime 
driven by poverty and, very importantly, the waste of the massive amount of human capital 
(potential for value creation) locked up in the underdeveloped poor. Also keep in mind that, as our 
five crises close down on us, their effects on the poor can increasingly bleed over to you. Half of the 
entire planet lives in poverty. If these people become truly desperate due to dwindling resources and 
rapidly rising prices, all of us have a very serious problem.  

The third and final reason is simply that you will feel a lot better about yourself. Giving a little bit of 
your vast abundance is the right thing to do, and doing the right thing makes any normal human 
being feel good. As discussed before, the billion have a massive moral obligation towards the poor. 
Be human. Pay up.  

6.10.1 Educate girls and women 
The first and foremost way in which we can overcome the very severe socio-economic hereditability 
keeping poor people poor is through family planning. And the way that has been proven to achieve 
this most efficiently is through the education of girls and women. Studies have shown that poor 
women who are educated marry later, have fewer children, are less likely to be HIV-positive, are 
more likely to also ensure an education for their children and have a very positive influence on their 
communities. This really is the one charity that truly addresses the root cause of poverty.  

Do yourself a favour and go to www.gapminder.com to play around with some stats on this. Draw 
yourself some graphs of fertility rates vs. things like female literacy, GDP per capita, child mortality 
rates and life expectancy. It's a fun exercise. Give it a try.  

You will see some very clear evidence for the massive positive influence that decreasing fertility rates 
through education can have on the world. I won't say anything more about it here. Just know that 
this is definitely the most direct way in which you can help the poor and mitigate the inequality crisis.  

Please. Go to Google, type in "educate girls and women donation", choose the charity that speaks to 
you and set up a fixed monthly donation to that charity. Doing this will not take more than 30 
minutes of your valuable time and does not have to cost you more than a single percent of your 
income.  

Please do it.  

6.10.2 Curb your consumerism 
The second-best donation that you can make to the poor is also a donation that you can make 
directly to yourself: stop your mindless consumerism. Cutting back on superfluous consumption will 
fight the environmental, retirement, credit and complexity crises and thereby also mitigate the 
inequality crisis. As an added bonus, it will also make both you and society in general happier, 
healthier and wealthier. Sweet combo, isn't it?  

A lot has been said about this already, however, so I will not nag any longer. All I would like to do 
now is make a prediction: Depending on the outcome of our five global crises, future generations will 
either totally despise us for completely destroying their one and only home or laugh at us for seeking 
happiness in such a fantastically idiotic way. I can only hope that it all works out and we can all have 
a good laugh about it in a few decades' time. Let's strive to, by means of refraining from mindless 

http://www.gapminder.com/
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consumerism, at least spare a little bit of planetary resources for the poor and donate a good laugh 
or two to future generations.  

6.10.3 Teach them to fish 
There is an old saying: "Give a man a fish and you will feed him for a day; teach him to fish and you 
will feed him for a lifetime." These are some very simple, but very wise words. I believe they hold the 
key to finally breaking the inequality crisis.  

Society will only reach an acceptable level of socio-economic equality if everyone knows how to fish 
(how to provide for themselves in this incredibly complex modern world we live in today). If this does 
not happen, the rich will keep giving out fish to the poor until the end of time, all the while widening 
the divide. The rich will simply become more and more adept at fishing, while the poor will become 
more and more dependent on fish handouts.  

This is a very wasteful and a very unsustainable situation. It must change. To meet this end, the 
follow-up work to this one will be aimed at the remaining six billion world citizens. It will be entitled 
"Freedom!" referring to the act of breaking free from the grip of socio-economic hereditability 
through personal initiative and sustained personal development. The outline will be exactly the same 
as it is in this work: a problem statement followed by a section on how each person, on a one in a 
billion basis, can take control of his or her own life and steadily climb up the socio-economic ladder.  

As it stands now, five virtual chains keeping the poor captive at lower socio-economic levels are 
described: 

• The chain of limiting belief systems 
• The chain of limited knowledge and skill 
• The chain of ill health and insufficient nutrition 
• The chain of limited financial means 
• The chain of unfavourable demographics 

Following an analysis of these challenges, a practical action plan such as the one in this writing will be 
proposed to guide the poor in gradually building for themselves the tools (i.e. favourable 
environments for personal growth and development) with which they will be able to free themselves 
from these chains.  

This sounds very nice in theory and all, but the majority of the poor will be completely dependent on 
the billion to share this information with them. Just like "One in a Billion", "Freedom!" should 
eventually be freely available in various formats. Thus, if you are in contact with any poor people, 
you will be able to make a valuable contribution by sharing this information with them, discussing it 
and monitoring their progress. This could be a very rewarding exercise for all involved.   

6.10.4 Purchase carbon offsets 
If you have a big carbon footprint and cannot practically reduce it any further, the very least you can 
do is to buy some carbon offsets. The money that you pay into these funds will be paid to projects 
focussing on sustainability, primarily renewable energy. Even though you will still be killing the 
planet, you will then at least also be helping to mitigate the damages you cause. This is only fair I'd 
say.  
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The majority of online carbon footprint calculators will allow you to easily offset your carbon 
footprint after the calculation is complete. Probably the best one on the net is 
www.carbonfootprint.com. Really, offsetting your footprint is not even all that expensive – around 
$14 per tonne. You really have zero excuses.  

The billion emit roughly 17 tonnes of CO2 per person per year (the sustainable limit is 2 tonnes per 
year). If everyone offset their 15 extra tonnes by paying $210 (0.75% of their income) per year, we 
would raise 210 billion dollars, which is on par with the current global yearly investment in 
renewable energy. Unfortunately, private carbon offsets currently total around 700 million dollars 
(0.33% of the fair target). Ouch… Shame on us.  

But even if you offset your footprint, remember that a carbon offset is a classic case of treating the 
symptoms as opposed to the cause. The cause is excessive emissions through unthinking 
consumerism. Address the cause first and then focus on any remaining effects. Carbon offsets are 
certainly not an excuse to continue polluting excessively. 

6.10.5 Adopt a child 
OK, I was lying when I said that supporting a charity for the education of women was the single best 
thing that you can do to address the inequality crisis. The single biggest thing that you can do for the 
poor is to adopt a child from a poor country. Naturally, very few people will be able to do this, but if 
you are in a position where this is an option, please, visit www.rainbowkids.com and start the 
process. Rescuing a child out of the cold and merciless grip of socio-economic hereditability is 
probably the noblest thing that you can ever dream of doing.  

Yes, obviously the child will not have your fantastic and amazing genes, but remember; nurture rules 
nature. The child will become yours in a very real way by the way in which you raise him/her. Your 
performance as a parent will most certainly be the primary influence on your adopted child's future. 
In reality, your influence on this child will even influence him/her on a genetic level through 
something called epigenetics. Thus, despite not being your biological child, your adopted child's 
offspring will have some influence of you imprinted in their genetic code.   

Again, if this is at all an option for you, don't hesitate to take the plunge. And no, this does not only 
apply to couples struggling to get pregnant. To young couples; please think about having one child of 
your own and simultaneously adopting a child from a poor country. Doing this will give both your 
biological child and your adopted child a friend for life and give them some much needed perspective 
in the modern world. They will experience first-hand that, even though they look very different, they 
talk the same language, share the same values and experience the same love from their parents. The 
world seriously needs this kind of perspective. Oh, and having two children simultaneously is also the 
most practical and time-effective way of raising two kids.  

Another interesting group that can qualify is older couples whose children have already moved out. If 
you regularly experience the well-known "empty nest syndrome", you might seriously consider 
adopting a child to fill that gaping hole in your life (and of course immeasurably improve the life of 
another human being). If you have looked after your health and personal finances and are reasonably 
sure that you still have at least 20 healthy and wealthy years in you, there is no reason not to embark 
on this adventure. To judge if you qualify for this ultimate charity, look at your biological children. If 
they have grown up to be assets to society, you have already made a tremendous contribution to the 

http://www.carbonfootprint.com/
http://www.rainbowkids.com/
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world. Letting this amazing talent of yours go to waste would be almost criminal. It is perhaps the 
most precious commodity on earth. Please consider using it one last time.  

6.10.6 Support the right political parties 
Politics have a rather unfortunately large influence on our lives. And the influence it has on the lives 
of the poor is even larger. We will talk a lot more about the fallacies of modern governments at a 
later stage, but for now, just know that supporting political parties who will implement smart 
monetary policies to decrease debt, curb mindless consumerism and get inflation under control will 
do a lot to aid the poor. Naturally, if a political party does a lot to educate the poor on issues such as 
family planning, they also deserve your support. The primary way by which you support a political 
party is of course by voting for them, but you can also do more by campaigning for them directly and 
making donations to specific initiatives they undertake.  

If you think about it, the persistence of poverty is actually a major blemish on the record of our 
society and the politicians who shaped it. When considering the massive gains in efficiency we have 
made with the aid of fossil fuels in an environment with no visible planetary boundaries over the past 
century or so, one would reckon that the costs of living would now be so low that poverty would be 
totally non-existent. A naïve US Senate subcommittee even predicted in 1965 that the average 
American would work only 20 hours per week in the year 2000 due to continued increases in the 
efficiency of production. They could hardly have been more wrong. The average American household 
nowadays needs two full-time incomes to support the standard American lifestyle. And it is certainly 
not getting any easier.   

So how did we manage not to translate this gigantic increase in the efficiency of production into a 
global eradication of poverty through massive reductions in the costs of living? Well, basically we did 
this by building a consumption-driven inflationary economy where a fraction of the world population 
mindlessly consumes the entire global surplus and allows increased bureaucracy, complexity, value 
destroying war and various unfair value transfer mechanisms such as excessive welfare, massive 
market speculation and debt leveraging, and an ever strengthening inflation cascade to outpace 
technology driven price reductions. 

Rapidly inflating food prices are especially harsh on the poor because they are always the furthest 
from the newly printed money. And then, when inflation numbers are routinely under-reported by 
government, it just gets that much worse. Food prices simply rise faster than incomes and thereby 
put more and more pressure on the poor. Again, this is especially ridiculous when taking into account 
the massive gains in productivity that we have seen in recent decades. For example, the average 
farmer in 2000 produced 12 times more food per hour of work than the average farmer in 1950. In 
the face of such massive increases in production efficiency it is actually quite an accomplishment to 
still have 1 billion permanently hungry people on our planet.  

The billion and their governments are primarily responsible for inflation. We create inflation through 
excessive government spending which leads to massive government debts which then have to be 
monetized, incredibly short-sighted government stimulus efforts that create economic bubbles (such 
as the 2008 housing bubble) and lead to massive pileups of high-interest consumer debt, consistent 
value destroying inflationary war exploits, consistent interference into the free market negatively 
impacting the efficiency of production, and consistent under-reporting of real inflation data. These 
highly unethical practices impact directly on the most vulnerable members of our society; the poor 
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and the elderly, by making the poor even poorer and eating away at the value of the limited savings 
on which the elderly are totally dependent.   

I don't know about you, but I am downright embarrassed about this. No-one ever talks about these 
things. Virtually no-one even knows about them. Yet, when you analyse events, you find that we as a 
global society have managed to fail in our most fundamental quest; giving a fair chance at a long and 
happy life to every world citizen. We have lived through 100 years where the world had seemingly 
limitless resources, endless waste storage capacity and streams of awesomely powerful fossil fuels 
just spilling out of the ground. And yet, half the world's population still live in poverty, 1 billion of 
these in permanent hunger. But do we care? Nope, we just keep on proudly exhibiting the Dunning-
Kruger effect: the fact that we are too incompetent (and ignorant) to realize just how incompetent 
we really are.  

It is time that we own up and reverse these trends. Life is supposed to get easier and more 
affordable with advances in technology – not harder and more expensive. In the USA for example, 
the inflation adjusted household income has dropped by almost 10% since 1999. In addition, the 
inflation adjusted median male income is now down again to the level it was in 1968. To be honest, I 
could not help laughing when I read this. If this is not a surefire indication of a fundamentally flawed 
economic system then I don't know what is. I guess you can put this great American accomplishment 
down to their greedy bursting of the dot-com bubble in 2000 and the housing bubble in 2008 as well 
as their extensive recent value destroying and inflationary war exploits. And yes, these numbers are 
adjusted by government reported inflation. If we were to use real inflation, the drop would be truly 
horrendous.  

One has to wonder though: How on earth did the leaders of the USA, the mightiest nation in the 
world, manage to continuously make life harder and more expensive for their citizens over the past 
decade? They have the most advanced technology and the most advanced infrastructure. They have 
a vast, rich and fertile land. They own the world reserve currency. Yet, in the midst of all of these 
positives, they have created an environment where the lives of their citizens get harder every day.  

How could they let this happen? Well, the reason is very simple actually: they gradually morphed 
their population of citizens into a swarm of locusts. Indeed, our locust-like debt-dependent 
consumption continuously boosts prices through demand and inflation (not to mention the massive 
environmental impacts) while our resistance to value creation and our short-sighted government 
interventions slows down the reduction of prices through increased efficiency of production. This is 
nothing more or less than our good old value consumption/creation imbalance and leads directly to 
higher costs of living, especially for the poor.  

We, the billion, are fundamentally to blame for this, but the government plays a big role in creating 
this environment in which we so unthinkingly over-consume. And as you probably gathered from this 
writing so far, the environment in which you function has a massive influence on your behaviour.  

The USA is not alone in this mess though. Much of the developed world now also shares this great 
accomplishment: making life harder and more expensive in the most efficient and (temporarily) 
abundant time in human history. The time has come for us to get informed and support politicians 
who will create an environment where excessive spending is curbed, value is created, free and fair 
exchange of value is facilitated, inflation is reined in and normal day-to-day living can become 
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pleasant and carefree again. Probably the most vibrant politician fighting for this noble cause at 
present is Ron Paul. Do yourself a favour and spend some time on Youtube to learn about this man 
(start here: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sok0oU8R-uU). It will be time well spent. His supporters 
also seem to have a good sense of humour. One Youtube comment read: "In 2008, you voted for 
Obama to prove to yourself that you are not a racist. In 2012, you will vote for Ron Paul to prove to 
yourself that you are not an idiot." 

In closing, I sincerely hope that by this time you agree that our present systems are quite ridiculously 
self-defeating; continuously increasing the costs of living, continuously increasing debt and 
continuously killing our planet. This unethical, unsustainable and downright idiotic system must 
change – for the sake of the poor in the short term, for our own sakes in the medium term and for 
the sake of our children in the long term. Supporting the correct politicians is a good place to start.  

6.11 To "special" people 
In this final section, I will attempt to give some specific guidelines to specific members of the billion 
who have the potential to really make a disproportionately large contribution to building the new 
and improved society that we so desperately need. These are mere suggestions designed to 
stimulate your thinking and I am certainly not trying to tell you exactly how you should live your life. 
However, thinking from the one in a billion perspective has allowed my mind to stumble upon some 
interesting new places where few minds have gone before. Sure, it remains to be seen if these 
interesting new places are at all worthwhile, but you may find that this fresh perspective could be of 
value to you. Please give it an honest chance to influence your thinking.  

By the standards of this project, this is a pretty long section. Luckily you only have to read the 
sections which are applicable to you, meaning that most of you can skip quite a few pages with a 
clear conscience.  

6.11.1 Parents 
Parenting is the most important job in the world. There is no denying that. The competence and 
dedication with which you do this job will impact society for many generations to come through your 
children, their children and their children's children. We have already established that nurture is far 
superior to nature when it comes to shaping a human being. And guess who does the vast majority of 
nurturing: you, the parent.  

The belief systems, education and habits that we acquire in our formative years have a massive 
impact on our actions as an adult. Sure, it is possible to overcome limiting belief systems, upgrade 
your education and replace destructive habits with constructive ones at a later age, but all of this 
becomes just so much easier if you are formed correctly right from the start. The greatest gift that 
you can give your children (and society as a whole) is a belief system, an education and a set of 
mental and physical habits that will automatically result in a happy, healthy, wealthy and sustainable 
life. 

The way in which you shape these three factors will determine the mental environment within which 
your child functions. And just like the physical environments that we have been setting up 
throughout this writing, the mental environment within which you function is a major determinant of 
your actions and therefore of the quality of your life and your impact on the world. Let's take a brief 
look at these three factors. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sok0oU8R-uU
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6.11.1.1 Belief systems 
Your belief system shapes the way in which you see the world. If you believe that happiness is gained 
through perpetual consumption, you will see a palace of a house, three SUV's, regular exotic holidays 
and a walk-in clothes cupboard with enough merchandise for you to open your own fashion chain as 
must-haves. On the other hand, if you believe in sustainable, balanced living, you will see the very 
same things as dangers to the very core of our society. The objects in question are exactly the same, 
but can have polar opposite meanings to people with different belief systems. 

The belief systems influencing the way in which the next generation of human beings will see the 
world will play a major part in the fate of the human race. If we ignorantly raise another generation 
of locusts, people who believe that excessive consumption is the only route to happiness, our society 
will crash. There is simply no other plausible outcome within our system of fixed planetary 
boundaries. Naturally, this is not an option. 

The best belief system that I can recommend from my current level of understanding is this: 
authentic, lasting happiness stems from sustainable contribution. We have to rediscover the fact that 
improving the lives of others is the most direct route towards improving our own lives.  

Just think about the last time that you earned the genuine gratitude of someone else. How did that 
feel? How long did the feeling last? Did it inspire you to further productive action? Now think back to 
the last time that you bought something that you did not really need – something like another pair of 
shoes, some more clothes or an even bigger TV. How did that feel? How long did the feeling last? Did 
it inspire you to productive action? 

If you're honest, you will probably admit that the first situation made you much happier than the 
second. In fact, psychologists have already confirmed this. By several methods, including advanced 
stuff like brain scans, they have determined unequivocally that, once we have enough to be 
comfortable, spending money on other people and giving to charity makes us much happier than 
spending money on ourselves. This is a scientific fact. 

However, an even purer (and more sustainable) form of giving to others is the gift of your time, 
moral support or competence. The most sustainable form of happiness, in my humble opinion at 
least, comes from setting up your life in such a way that the very way in which you spend your time 
continuously adds to the lives of others, so much so that their lives would be significantly poorer 
without you. Even if you have only one person in your life to whom you are completely irreplaceable, 
be it a spouse, a child, an employer or a parent, your life has meaning. Happiness and a meaningful 
life are all but synonymous. 

An interesting study has been done to confirm this. In this study, healthy elderly people between 70 
and 79 were asked to subjectively rate their level of usefulness to others. Seven years later, the 
researchers revisited these people to see how they were doing. Of those who did not rate 
themselves as particularly useful to anyone else, 19% were still in good health, 42% had become 
disabled to some degree and 39% had passed away. Of those who rated themselves as useful, a full 
46% were still in good health, 32% were disabled and 22% had passed away. A simple feeling of 
usefulness therefore made people more than twice as likely to retain good health into old age. I think 
this is quite remarkable actually.  
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Sure, a study on old people is probably not the most logical place for gathering hints on raising 
children, but it does show the power that contribution has on the human psyche. If you can raise 
your child with an overriding belief that happiness is gained by adding value to the lives of others 
(without killing the planet in the process), you would have gone a long way towards setting him or 
her up for life.  

Wonderful things happen to people who believe down to their core in the power of adding value. 
Any sane person will employ someone who always produces more than she is paid (obviously). 
Anyone wants to be friends or do business with such a person. Happiness through over-consumption 
is not an option for someone with such a belief, causing her to buy only what she needs (which is 
great for personal finances and the environment). Also, by constantly contributing to the lives of 
others, she will constantly invest in one of the most valuable assets on earth: goodwill. And, last but 
not least, the happiness that such a person can gain from adding value to the lives of others can drive 
her to constantly and naturally develop her ability to add further value, ultimately leading her to 
make truly noteworthy contributions to society.  

You have to admit; these advantages are really cool, so please give this principle some thought and 
evaluate whether you might want to build your child's belief system in this direction. Exactly how you 
choose to do this is completely up to your own creativity and style, but please consider it. Everybody 
wins from this belief system.   

6.11.1.2 Education 
A few decades ago, a school diploma was enough for getting almost any job. Then a university degree 
became mandatory. Nowadays, a Master's degree is preferred in many subject areas and, if you want 
to be a research scientist, a PhD is all but mandatory with a post-doc becoming more and more 
common. This trend has shown no sign of reversing or even slowing down and it is likely that your kid 
will have to spend 20 years of his life in formal education just to become employable in a developed 
economy. He had better get used to it.  

The technological, economic and social revolution that will have to happen if we are to successfully 
navigate the 21st century will require hundreds of millions of highly skilled workers. Just think about 
it: the entire world's energy systems, transportation systems, agricultural systems, water systems 
and housing systems have to be completely revamped in the face of strict planetary boundaries. 
Simultaneously, the vast majority of the world's population still has to be given access to all of the 
basic infrastructure that the billion simply take for granted. And, of course, all of this has to be done 
while our massive fossil fuel slave labour force starts striking (dwindling resources) and more and 
more of their protests turn violent (climate change). The sheer magnitude and complexity of this task 
makes no secret of the fact that we will need an entire army of well-developed minds to stand any 
chance of getting this done.   

A UNESCO report from 2010 concluded solemnly that an acute and growing shortage of engineers 
worldwide has become a threat to global development. I would like to respectfully disagree. An acute 
and growing shortage of engineers worldwide has become a threat to global survival. We just have so 
much to do, so little time, so few skilled hands and so little money… Yep, the next generation had 
better be ready to take care of the mess left to it by this one.  
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Since everything is changing so rapidly, well-developed and fertile young minds are already in 
massive demand. The world lies open for these young minds, all but guaranteeing them access to 
long, stimulating and financially rewarding careers. On the other hand, under-developed minds are 
becoming increasingly redundant and might become economically unemployable (the phenomenon 
where a worker is simply unable to create more value than minimum wage) sooner than we might 
think as a result technological development and the rising costs of living created by our idiotic 
economic systems.  

A complete, highly specialized education is no longer just a nice thing to have. It is quickly becoming 
mandatory, both for individuals and for our society as a whole. Your child must understand the 
seriousness of this situation. He must understand both the rewards of getting that complete 
education and the risks of not getting it. If he understands this well, his primitive pain/pleasure brain 
will take care of the rest. Please give him this understanding and the opportunities needed to make 
use of it.  

6.11.1.3 Habits 
Three main and often interacting sets of habits have to be ingrained into your child's mind: those 
relating to sustainability, personal health and personal finances. Everything I have to say about these 
three sets of mental and physical habits has been said already in this writing and I will not bug you 
with any more, but please understand the massive advantage that your child will have if she can 
enter adulthood with all of these habits already firmly engrained.  

Just imagine an entire new generation within which sound personal health and finances happen 
completely automatically and in a completely sustainable way – an entire generation of people who, 
through their lifestyle choices alone, never get sick, become financially independent within two years 
of starting a career and leave small and sustainable carbon and ecological footprints on our world. 
This seemingly superhuman feat is possible even today, but the habits and belief systems with which 
the current generation has grown up makes it all but inaccessible to the vast majority of the adult 
population. Neither your child nor the planet can afford for her to have this handicap.  

You might also find that, in building these habits in your child, you are forced to revamp your own 
habit-set. After all, you have to set the example, right? This is good in every single way. Just go with 
it.  

6.11.2 The super-rich 
If you have earned your millions through facilitating massive progress and/or production and making 
great contributions to society, I wish you a long and happy life filled with all the comforts that you so 
richly deserve. If you have gotten rich from debt leveraging, market manipulation and speculation, 
special government privileges and other forms of well-disguised criminal activity though... Well, I 
suppose in that case I have to solute you for smartly manipulating our idiotic economic systems, but I 
really hope that this writing has awakened some form of morality deep inside of you and motivates 
you to give something back to the community. Let's take a quick look at how this can be done. 

6.11.2.1 Go green 
Truly wealthy individuals really have no excuse not to go completely green. The capital costs of a 
complete green transition might be prohibitive and scary to normal people, but not to you. Please 
pick up the phone, call up some contractors and pay them $50000 out of your back pocket to install 
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some high quality electricity generating and rainwater collection systems that will provide the vast 
majority of the utilities used in your household without causing you any inconvenience whatsoever.  

Once this is done, get yourself a cool electric car to be charged by your renewable energy system and 
use it whenever practical. You can get some pretty flash-looking models nowadays with decent 
ranges and good carrying capacity. Some of them also have very impressive acceleration and 
handling performance due to the powerful electric motor and the battery pack which can be placed 
right on the floor of the vehicle for optimal weight distribution.  

Then of course, every piece of electric equipment in your home should be of the highest quality with 
the best energy efficiency and the longest guarantee. You certainly have no excuse to buy cheap.  

Higher costs of exclusively organic foods will also be no problem for you. Get your organic foodstuffs 
delivered to your front door every week to do both your body and your planet a big favour.  

When it comes to your investment portfolio, consider tweaking it a little more to the green side even 
if your broker wants to keep all your holdings in oil. It is important that we make capital available to 
entrepreneurs in the green industry.  

And remember that all of these changes to your living environment will be financially beneficial in 
the long run, continuously saving you money and raising the value of your property. Really, if you 
have the capital, there is absolutely no good reason to delay any longer.  

6.11.2.2 Give generously 
One percent of your income might actually be a pretty impressive sum. But how about two percent? 
Or even three? The facts are that only a small fraction of your income could change the lives of 
hundreds of poor people, helping them to make that crucial transition from being part of the 
problem to being part of the solution.  

So, take an hour or so to sit down and crunch some numbers. See how much you can give without 
feeling any effect on your lifestyle or your retirement plans. Perhaps even throw in the money you 
now save on utilities and gasoline every month. Such a calculation might reveal that you can give 
surprisingly generously without negatively affecting your life in any way whatsoever.   

If you really want to be a hero, begin your own trust fund which supports a good cause that you 
really believe in. Substantial sums of money can do absolute wonders if it is placed in the right hands. 
Anything that will alleviate our five crises or improve personal health and finances will be a massive 
contribution.  

Finally, you might also consider scaling down your extravagant lifestyle and donating the savings to 
charity. This will be an incredibly powerful example to the general public and might very well 
increase your productivity and make you substantially happier. It will also earn you enormous 
amounts of respect and give you significant amounts of social influence which you can use to do even 
further good.  

6.11.2.3 Buy happiness at the right store 
People generally want to become rich for one reason: so that they can consume massive amounts of 
miscellaneous stuff. This mindset is very dangerous and is a big driver of all of the crises we face 
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today. Responsible rich people should really try to contribute to the eradication of this highly 
insidious mindset through their actions.  

The potential for much increased consumption should not be the primary driving force for building 
financial wealth. Wealth generation should be motivated by factors such as complete financial 
security and access to the financial resources needed for unhindered creative expression. Money can 
buy a lot of nice things, but money can also buy a lot of clutter. Think about simplifying your life so 
that you have the time to really gain sustainable health, wealth and happiness. Make time for the 
simple things in life. Make time for looking after your own health and fitness. Make time for simple 
creative expression just for the fun of it.  

That being said though, the last thing I want to do here is to lecture you on how you should enjoy 
your well-earned money. But please at least think twice about carbon and resource intensive stuff 
like regular exotic business class holidays, a garage full of American muscle cars, that nice boat in the 
harbour or those regular family trips to the steak-house.  

Remember all of that stuff about the synthesis of happiness, about the quadriplegics and the lotto 
winners? If you can honestly say that spending lots of money on yourself makes you a lot happier, 
then I have no problem with these indulgences (as long as you at least greenify the rest of your life). 
However, if this thought gives you a somewhat uncomfortable feeling somewhere deep inside, it 
might be time for some introspection.  

There has actually been a study done on this looking at the spending habits of close to 1000 
millionaires. The interesting conclusion was that giving (spending money on others) makes the rich 
both richer and happier. The reasons for this can quickly sound very mystical and weird with stuff like 
karma and the fabric of the universe entering the discussion. Personally, I think that giving without 
expecting anything in return simply satisfies the instinctive human desire to make others happy. 
Experiencing the honest gratitude of another person floods the body with natural endorphins which 
tends to be a very positive experience. 

Still some other research has found that "happy people are more confident, optimistic, energetic and 
sociable. They are also better prepared to deal with difficult situations, are more enjoyable to live 
with and have a higher capacity for pursuing their aims and acquiring the means to achieve them." 
Wow… no wonder that those who achieve great natural happiness through philanthropy just get 
richer and richer. The research goes on to say that "happy people are healthier, less likely to become 
ill, have more active immune systems that resist infection, and live five to nine years longer than 
their less happy counterparts." Not bad, not bad at all. 

So, whatever you do, whether you choose to spend your money mostly on yourself or mostly on 
others, please just make sure that it truly makes you happy. The world needs your productivity and 
you productivity needs your happiness. So, be happy  

6.11.3 Celebrities 
OK, so you're famous. Congrats! You are an idol, a hero of sorts. Lots of people want to be like you 
and actually do a whole lot of rather weird stuff to try and make that happen. But yes, that is exactly 
why you are so important in this one in a billion plan: you are an example to thousands if not millions 
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of people. This truly is a position of great responsibility – a position that can only be filled by a real 
hero. I hope you are up for it.   

Chances are that you are pretty rich as well. The previous section is therefore a good indication of 
how you can begin saving the world. But since you are famous in addition to being rich, this becomes 
all the more important. Many of those people who follow your every move will follow this one as 
well. In this sense you really have a lot of power to do a whole lot of good in this world.  

Please also begin to endorse sustainable living as the real route to happiness, both for this 
generation and all of those generations still to come. Tell your massive fan-club that you are very 
concerned about the future of our planet and would really appreciate their support in making it a 
better place for all.  Naturally, it will be required that you practice what you preach. Otherwise it will 
just be a case of "do as I tell you and not as I do". That is not exactly the most effective way in which 
to exert your influence.     

A whole bunch of big-name celebrities are already going green, so this will probably be a good career 
move as well. But if you go green, please really go green. Going green does not mean taking a trip in 
your Prius every once in a while. It means consistently living in a sustainable manner and, when you 
cannot (such as when you are taking a world concert tour or something), offsetting your emissions 
using a tiny fraction of your tour profits. The world will love you for this. And by "world" I mean both 
Mother Nature and many of her people. It will be good for your career, good for the planet and, 
above all, good for you as a person. Sure, I am definitely not a celebrity image consultant, but if there 
is any degree of sanity left in this world, taking the green plunge will be the best move that you can 
ever dream of making.  

6.11.4 Religious leaders  
86% of the world belongs to some form of organized religion, implying that religion presents a very 
powerful channel though which people can be guided to save our civilization and gain sustainable 
health, wealth and happiness in the process. Religious leaders control and shape this channel and 
would be well advised to utilize their influence to lead their flock back onto the path of righteousness 
and sustainability.  

If you think about it though, the total explosion of consumerism throughout the modern world is a 
very direct slap in the face of all major religions. It simply goes against everything these religions 
stand for. Therefore, the fact that consumerism is spiralling totally out of control in a time when 86% 
of the world population is supposed to still be religious can only mean one of two things: that the 
pull of consumerism is much more influential than the teachings of any religion or that the majority 
of those who say they are religious quite simply are not.  

This is a very worrying issue – an issue which religious leaders across the world would do well to 
elevate to the very top of their list of priorities. This section will attempt to initiate such a process by 
building some solid arguments that can be used to lead the congregation back onto the straight and 
narrow.  

6.11.4.1 Religious teachings against consumerism 
Every single aspect of consumerism stands in blinding contrast to the teachings of all major religions. 
Christians, for example, believe that God created man on the seventh day and gave him dominion 
over the Earth. So, how have we used this dominion thus far? Well, we have basically desecrated 
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God's wonderful creation by consuming nature at such a massive rate and with such reckless 
abandon that we are wiping one (known) species off the face of the earth every second week, 
causing irrecoverable ecological damages and building up climactic imbalances with the potential to 
destroy almost all of the life that God has created.  

As opposed to this sad reality we witness today, all major religions clearly warn against the dangers 
of material desire and eloquently state that no lasting happiness can be gained in this way. A few 
examples from the 2010 State of the World report are given below: 

Bahá'í Faith: "In all matters moderation is desirable. If a thing is carried to excess, it will prove a 
source of evil." 

Buddhism: "Whoever in this world overcomes his selfish cravings, his sorrow fall away from him, like 
drops of water from a lotus flower." 

Christianity: "No one can be the slave of two masters…You cannot be the slave of both God and 
money." 

Confucianism: "Excess and deficiency are equally at fault." 

Hinduism: "That person who lives completely free from desires, without longing…attains peace." 

Islam: "Eat and drink, but waste not by excess: He loves not the excessive." 

Judaism: "Give me neither poverty nor riches." 

Taoism: "He who knows he has enough is rich." 

One can truly write an entire thesis about the contrasts between these ancient teachings and the 
consumerist world we live in today. We live in a world where the top billion squander their lottery-
won affluence on truly ridiculous quantities of material excess while the poorest billion live in 
desperate poverty. The top billion spends more on diet products than the bottom billion spends on 
food. Truly, when judged by our actions, we have abandoned all of our traditional faiths and 
unanimously converted to a new super-faith:  

Consumerism: "Joy is delivered onto him who most devoutly satisfies his material desires with no 
regard for his own body, the natural world or his fellow man." 

Many people would be repulsed by the bluntness of this "fundamental teaching of consumerism", 
but take a look around you and tell me that the actions of the majority of world citizens do not 
directly reflect this teaching. Sadly, I'm afraid you will very quickly find that it cannot be done. This 
argument is irrefutable and we have five imminent global crises and tons of American-made statistics 
to prove it.  

6.11.4.2 Consumerist abuses of religious events 
Black Friday is the day after Thanksgiving in the USA and also the official start of the Christmas 
shopping season. Over the 2011 Black Friday weekend, Americans spent 52.4 billion dollars at retail 
outlets throughout the nation. Thousands line up outside stores which open their doors at 4 a.m. and 
then storm in with a religious fervour reminiscent of the great crusades of bygone centuries. People 
are routinely seriously injured or even killed in uncontrolled stampedes and rabid fights over the last 
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marked-down product. This is what consumerism has reduced the primary Christian holiday to. 
When judged by their actions, people are no longer Christians, Jews or Muslims; they are devout 
Consumerists.  

Traditional religious ceremonies like weddings, funerals and bar mitzvahs are also becoming 
celebrations or remembrances of consumerism instead of other faiths. The average cost of an 
American wedding currently stands at $26000 – about the same amount of money that covers the 
total yearly expenses of 50 members of the poorest 3 billion citizens on this planet. A total of 2.1 
million weddings took place in the USA during 2011, implying that a 50% reduction in this mindless 
over-spending could cover the total living expenses of over 50 million poor people. Wow… 

People often voice their concerns regarding this seemingly unstoppable takeover of various religions 
by consumerism. Based on real world evidence, however, this tiny little resistance seems to be totally 
ineffective in combating the deadly, all-consuming disease that continues to spread like wildfire from 
the west into booming Asian economies. I get the feeling that religious leaders really should be trying 
quite a lot harder. 

6.11.4.3 The hypocrisy of consumerist atheists 
One of the most ridiculous characteristics of the consumerist faith is the hypocrisy of consumerist 
atheists. Atheists are certainly increasing in number as science continues to explain more and more 
of that which could previously only be explained by faith. However, no matter how much noise the 
atheists make, there exists no irrefutable argument to disprove the existence of God. Just like 
Christians believe there is a God, atheists believe there is no God. There exists no conclusive proof to 
back up either of these beliefs.  

The funny part comes in when one realizes that the majority of atheists implicitly ascribe to the faith 
of consumerism. A faith is defined as "a belief that does not rest on logical proof or material 
evidence". Consumerism is simply an implicit and unquestioned belief, spread and reinforced by an 
entire army of devout disciples (the advertising industry), that happiness and fulfilment are gained 
from ever increasing consumption – a belief that most certainly does not rest on any logical proof or 
material evidence. In fact, the logical proof and material evidence say the exact opposite; that ever 
increasing consumption brings no happiness or fulfilment, but actually brings depression, obesity, 
degenerative disease, financial woes and broken relationships. Oh yes, and then of course, logical 
proof and material evidence also show that ever increasing consumption will totally destroy our 
ecological, economic and social structures.  

Atheists who, through their actions, ascribe to the religion of consumerism are therefore completely 
hypocritical. They attack the faith of others with no material evidence to prove that such faith is 
ungrounded while simultaneously engaging in a faith that can be proven to be totally ungrounded by 
a 30 minute internet search. And yes, the real kicker is that studies have shown that the ever elusive 
happiness that consumerists so blindly chase by consuming further and further beyond their means 
can very effectively be gained through orthodox religion. Indeed, science has established an 
unquestionable positive correlation between happiness and a faith in God (regardless of whether He 
exists or not).  
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6.11.4.4 Religious teachings about sustainable happiness 
All the major religions universally teach us to respect nature, respect our bodies, value each other far 
above material possessions and avoid gluttonous excess. Regardless of the fact that the debate 
around whether or not there is a god will undoubtedly drone on conclusionless ad infinitum, it can be 
said with 100% certainty that humanity would have been far better off today had we simply adhered 
to the teachings of traditional faiths instead of falling prey to the lure of consumerism.  

Much good work has been done to outline the clear relationship between religious teachings and 
environmental preservation. Get on to Google and look up the Religions of the World and Ecology 
project, the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Nature, the Spirit of Sustainability and the Green Bible.  

I have only been able to quickly glance through these resources, but this glance was sufficient to 
ascertain that the information and philosophies communicated by these sources will be truly 
priceless in the quest to rescue people from the jaws of consumerism and get them back on a 
sustainable path where they can attain happiness, fulfilment and ultimate enlightenment. Religious 
leaders truly cannot afford to teach without the aid of these resources in this day and age.  

It is a fact that more and more people are struggling to find a good reason to keep their faith in God. 
There is so much pain, suffering and injustice in the world that one can rightfully wonder why, if God 
exists, he just seems to be ignoring us. Well, maybe, just maybe, He is actually taking action by giving 
us the blueprint for first saving our world and then building a sustainable relationship with nature 
which honours the trust God placed in us when He gave us stewardship of the Earth.  

6.11.4.5 A unique opportunity 
Almost every complete spiritual journey goes through three steps: an initial unquestioning and 
childlike faith, a troublesome period of more informed doubt and disillusionment, and the ultimate 
fully informed return to faith most religions call enlightenment. Never before has there been a better 
time to transition a confused and dwindling congregation from the second to the third stage, thereby 
granting them the spiritual freedom to flourish in the wonder of life as never before. Such an 
opportunity for good work is truly unprecedented in the long and eventful history of organized 
religion.  

Indeed, never before has there been such a good reason to follow the guidance of the scriptures. A 
primary cause of the decline of organized religion in recent years has been the colourful and never-
ending happiness-through-consumption promises made by consumerism which stood in such stark 
contrast to religious teachings. People therefore felt that the restrictive commandments of God were 
holding them back from achieving happiness through consumption. Now, however, sufficient real 
world evidence has emerged to irrefutably prove that the scriptures were right all along. Lasting 
happiness can only be gained through this ancient wisdom, while continued worshipping at 
consumerist temples (malls) and obeying of consumerist disciples (advertisers) will lead straight to 
hell (perhaps in the afterlife, but definitely on earth itself).  

Don't let this opportunity pass. Failure to act may very well end in a godless fight over the last 
dwindling resources torn from the crust of a dying planet. Decisive action, on the other hand, may 
very well lead to a highly modernized, but sustainable society following ancient religious teachings to 
happily live in a mutually beneficial relationship with nature for centuries to come.  
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Religion touches the lives of six billion global citizens. It is time that we direct this influence towards 
something truly divine.   

6.11.5 Community volunteers 
I sincerely hope that, by this stage, you agree that we cannot afford to wait for hopelessly slow and 
inefficient government processes to save us from the death phase of the bacterial growth phase. It 
quite simply won't happen. Instead, we should start thousands of small scale community 
transformation projects all around the world in order to build for ourselves a sustainable future. If 
you are in the position where you have substantial chunks of free time and/or community influence, 
please take the initiative and become a community volunteer. 

You can get a quick look at the type of volunteering I'm talking about by watching the little movie 
shown here: www.transitionnetwork.org/transition-2. If this looks like fun to you, take some time to 
explore the rest of that website and read through the suggestions given in the rest of this section. 
There are no bounds to the amount of good you can do; both for your neighbours and for your 
planet.  

As a little bit of additional motivation, keep in mind that a future world with massive competition for 
dwindling resources will, in the very least, make things like electricity, gasoline, food and all imported 
wares a lot more expensive. Wise communities all around the world are already transforming 
themselves for a more local future by gradually building much more resilience, independence and 
local cooperation into their daily lives. Anyway, taking this initiative will be highly beneficial whether 
the Earth enters a period of great scarcity or not. It is the right thing to do either way.  

6.11.5.1 Community lifestyle education program 
People seriously need to learn how to live on planet Earth. The standard affluent lifestyle that almost 
everyone on earth strives towards is one that consumes resources like we had 5 planets, leaves a 
carbon footprint 10 times the sustainable limit, piles up trillions of dollars in debt to further 
destabilize the global economy, greatly enhances socio-economic inequality, pushes global 
complexity even further out of control, makes us fat and weak, brings the blight of degenerative 
disease, ruins our personal finances, destroys our real relationships and robs us of the happiness and 
fulfilment that our amazing technological advances and the awesome power of fossil fuels should 
have brought.  

Yep, we really are so hopeless when it comes to the basic skill of sustainable living that our 
civilization now finds itself in serious jeopardy. Small community education initiatives can go a long 
way towards teaching people how to live healthy, wealthy, happy and, most importantly, sustainable 
lives in this day and age. The information in this work will be a good starting point, but the internet 
and Amazon.com are packed with additional ideas. All you need to do is to actually look for them and 
take the initiative in your community.  

6.11.5.2 Community green energy installation 
The biggest problem with renewable energy is that it is still quite a hassle to get started. The 
community just needs one family to take the plunge, figure out exactly how to do it and then make 
the process 10 times easier for the rest of the community to follow. If that one family never takes the 
initiative, households will just keep on burning fossil fuels until we run out or our planet shuts down 
our life-support systems. Take the plunge and watch the PV cells multiply on your neighbourhood 

http://www.transitionnetwork.org/transition-2
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rooftops. Then sit back with the satisfying knowledge that you are responsible for saving all of those 
tons of CO2.  

6.11.5.3 Community vegetable garden 
If you live at home, why not convert your yard into an organic vegetable garden and get the 
community to pitch in? Even better, if you can convince your municipality to give your community 
that piece of unused land just sitting there wasting away, it can be made to produce some 
scrumptious veggies in no time. Help from community members can be loosely traded for the 
wonderfully healthy harvest. 

Ask Google how to get started with search phrases such as "organic vegetable gardening" or 
"community gardening". You are guaranteed to learn very much very quickly.  

6.11.5.4 Community reuse network 
We have already seen that the average American buys a new TV every 2.5 years, a cell phone every 
22 months and a new item of clothing every week. We seriously need to reduce our turnover and this 
can very efficiently be done with a community reuse project. If someone wants to upgrade his 
perfectly functional 42" flatscreen for a 55" flatscreen, he can easily find lots of people who would 
like to keep using his "old" 42" for many more years.  

Ask Google about community reuse networks for more info.  

6.11.5.5 Footprint competition 
There certainly is nothing wrong with a little friendly competition between neighbours to challenge 
each other to reduce carbon and environmental footprints. The community can pool some money to 
buy four prizes: two for the household with the lowest footprints and two for the household which 
has made the largest footprint reduction over the competition period.  

Reducing our footprints really is what it is all about. Neighbours seriously need to stop competing for 
the "honour" of having the biggest house, car or TV and start pushing each other to leave the 
smallest footprint.  

6.11.5.6 Neighbourhood tree planting day 
Pretty self-explanatory really… www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/PM1591.pdf. 

6.11.5.7 Community cooking/baking days 
Making healthy, economical and delicious food is not hard, but it requires a little bit of up-front effort 
to break out of our cultural trance and wake up to this awesome truth. This initial little mental speed 
bump can be very easily flattened in a community setting where neighbours can bring together lots 
of healthy and environmentally sustainable recipes, try everything and exchange the recipes they 
like. Eating healthily and sustainably on a daily basis will then quickly become an easy and very tasty 
experience for the whole community, thereby improving health, strengthening community ties and 
saving the planet.  

6.11.5.8 Walking/cycling school busses 
The concept is pretty simple, but can be very powerful. Check it out and evaluate whether something 
like this will work in your community (www.walkingschoolbus.org/). 

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/PM1591.pdf
http://www.walkingschoolbus.org/
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6.11.5.9 Community exercise events 
As described in the section on you automatic fitness environment, getting some friends to exercise 
with you is the most natural way in which you can make this environment truly automatic. Get some 
community groups together for different types of exercise. Those who like walking can walk 
together, those who like gymming can gym together, those who like playing a certain sport can play 
their sport together etc. People generally love this; the only problem is that no-one has the initiative 
to get it started.  

Be different. Take the initiative.   

6.11.5.10 Community brainstorming  
These were just some random suggestions, but I'm sure that you and your community can come up 
with many more ideas that will be awesome both for the people in the community and for the 
planet. Get your neighbours thinking along these lines. Get them to take ownership of the ideas they 
generate. From there on things can only get better.  

6.11.6 Activists 
The world has quite an impressive number of activists, especially with regards to environmental 
issues. To me, the most important function that these activists serve at present is to make the public 
aware of the very important issues they are standing for. Aside from this, however, I do think that 
they sometimes do more harm than good, even though their intensions are very noble and pure.  

At first glance, it might seem beneficial to advocate green energy instead of non-conventional oil, to 
oppose all destruction of rainforests and to interfere with any plans for new coal or nuclear 
construction projects, but it is crucial that one sees the big picture here. At the moment, these 
environmentally destructive paths are still followed simply because there is no economically viable 
alternative. The fact is that all forms of green energy are still more than double the price of coal or 
nuclear energy. We might not like it, but these economic realities are still king. If nations suddenly 
double the price of energy, especially now that the economy is highly vulnerable, all manner of chaos 
will break loose. Unemployment will soar and the poverty line will leap upwards, putting millions of 
desperate people out on the street.  

As stated many times in this writing, the fundamental root cause of all of our problems is 
consumerism on a one in a billion basis. Hundreds of millions of individuals leaving carbon footprints 
10 times the sustainable limit and consuming like we had five planets are to blame for every one of 
our global crises and it is here where we should focus the valuable efforts of our activists.  

6.11.6.1 The need for anti-consumerist activism 
It is rather scary to consider just how much activism is actually needed in this area. Even though 
individual consumption is unquestionably the primary problem, just a little more than half of the 
general population are even aware of the concept of a "carbon footprint", only 13% of those who are 
aware have used an online carbon calculator to determine their own carbon footprint and I would 
bet quite a lot of money that an even smaller percentage of these have taken any meaningful steps 
to significantly reduce their footprints. It is therefore safe to say that less than 1% of the population 
would have taken any deliberate action to help solve this most fundamental problem. This sad state 
of affairs really has to change ASAP.   
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The fundamental problem is this: Because the world is so consumption crazed, demand for all 
consumables (all of which require energy to produce) is very high and increasing rapidly due to the 
developments in Asia. This massive demand drives prices up, thereby raising the cost of living, 
especially for the poor who are already hit very hard by our highly inefficient and unethical 
inflationary economy. Under this system, we simply cannot afford the further short to medium term 
increases in the cost of living that will be brought by a massive government-driven transition to 
renewable energy. Good-intentioned opposition to cheap, but environmentally damaging 
technologies unfortunately also raises the cost of living simply because it qualifies as creation 
prevention as discussed on page 80. The world is already at the edge of a frightening abyss of out-of-
control debt and the inconvenient truth is that continuous demands for commercial deployment of 
expensive renewable energy solutions may very well push us over the edge.  

As far as I can see, a wholesale change in consumer behaviour is the only viable way out of this mess. 
It certainly is theoretically possible that massive activism can get every member of the billion to slice 
both their carbon and environmental footprints in half within the next decade and simultaneously 
live a much healthier, wealthier and happier life. This will lead directly to a 30% decrease in global 
carbon emissions and resource usage – a number far greater than that which can be achieved by any 
expensive, time and resource consuming technological changes. Getting people to live consciously, 
greatly reducing their carbon and environmental footprints and looking after their personal health 
and finances should be the primary form of activism out there. And yes, a very important part of this 
activism will be to educate people as to why exactly such a large reduction in their footprints is so 
vitally important.  

On a societal level, the primary objective of activists should be to facilitate a large-scale shift in the 
labour market away from the massive over-production of non-essential consumer goods and services 
to the building of a sustainable future. The most important macroeconomic concept to be 
understood here is that you cannot start building a sustainable future if you do not have the market 
freedom to do so. No amount of activism will ever be able to achieve this. Thus, as long as the global 
demand for useless consumer items is much larger than the demand for investments in a sustainable 
future, the economy will naturally and unstoppably gravitate towards consumerism and away from 
sustainability.  

We can reverse this trend if, and only if, people start to willingly cut down on their carbon and 
environmental footprints (by following simple steps such as those advocated in the preceding pages). 
In doing so, they will automatically reduce their consumption of useless consumer items and start 
supporting industries focussed on building a sustainable future (by buying private renewable energy 
systems, electric cars and organic food for example). If this begins to happen, the labour market will 
automatically start to shift in the right direction because the demand for useless consumer items 
starts declining and the demand for products supporting sustainable development starts rising. 

We will have to accept that this transition will be hard at the beginning, simply because our entire 
society and the environment within which we live our lives are geared totally towards consumerism. 
Quite logically therefore, we simply need to build ourselves an environment which is geared towards 
sustainability. Home renewable energy solutions need to be made available from convenient outlets 
in local malls, wide and convenient bicycle lanes need to be constructed everywhere, consumer 
advertising needs to be replaced by sustainability advertising, interest rates need to be lifted to 
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encourage saving and discourage borrowing and pure consumer loans need to be totally banned. 
Once such an environment is created, people will naturally start to direct their spending away from 
consumerism and towards sustainability. And as always, the market will diligently follow the 
consumer demand. 

Very importantly, people cutting down on their consumerism will also be able to save and invest a lot 
more money which will make a lot more funds available for development (a significant portion of 
which will go to the green economy if the consumer demand is shifting in this direction). Massive 
investment funds will be required if we are to successfully build a sustainable future for ourselves 
and, directly or indirectly, these funds can only come from individual consumers consuming less than 
they produce and saving/investing the difference.  

In conclusion; the ancient principle of treating the underlying root cause rather than the visible 
symptoms applies very directly here. The construction of cheap fossil fuel power plants, investments 
in non-conventional oil and the destruction of rainforests are not the root cause of climate change – 
they are merely symptoms of the real root cause: consumerism. It is because of our consumerism 
that these cheap and short-sighted solutions are mandatory sacrifices needed to keep the costs of 
living down and keep poverty from spinning totally out of control. And yes, like it is with any disease, 
continuously trying to treat the symptoms rather than the root cause will only consume lots of 
resources, prolong or even augment the suffering and ultimately achieve nothing.  

Consumerism is the fundamental root cause of climate change, ecological overshoot, the 
consumption/creation imbalance, our out-of-control debt levels, massive socio-economic inequality, 
rapidly increasing global complexity, our laughable levels of obesity and illness, and the hopeless 
state of our personal finances. It is the one single channel through which we can address every single 
one of the global crises threatening our civilization today. Any other course of action will perhaps 
address one or two of these crises, but probably augment various others. Thus, if you feel the need 
to fight for a noble cause, this is it. From my understanding at least, there is nothing on earth that is 
even remotely as urgent.  

6.11.6.2 Causes to stand for 
A number of groups fighting against consumerism already exist. Just type phrases like "anti-
consumerism" or "end of consumerism" into Google to see this for yourself. The best thing about 
being an anti-consumerism activist, however, is that you do not have to spend huge amounts of time, 
energy and money to form massive campaigns to try and get governments and large companies to 
risk financial ruin and radically alter their approach so that you can reduce your carbon footprint by 
using cleaner energy. You can simply reduce your carbon footprint by taking responsibility, reshaping 
your own environment and altering your consumption patterns. If you do this well, you will become a 
shining beacon of sustainable health, wealth and happiness and, through your excellent example, be 
able to convince your friends to follow your lead. Once people realize how easy and beneficial this 
actually is, this lifestyle might just go viral and play a big role in diverting our civilization from its 
inevitable kamikaze collision with immovable planetary boundaries.  

However, if you really want to put in the time and effort needed to influence government thinking, I 
will provide a short list of policy-related issues which I perceive to be the most crucial at present. 
Most of these are discussed in much greater detail in the subsequent section if you should be 
interested.  



 

195 
 

Firstly, we should try to get government to incentivise sustainable living in any way possible. Tax 
breaks should be given on everything that can be considered green, be it home renewable energy 
solutions, electric vehicles, passive housing, rainwater harvesting systems, ecological foods or 
whatever. Green business loans should also be offered at reduced rates to stimulate this absolutely 
vital market sector. In addition, we should definitely market the incentives already in place much 
more effectively. The truth is that a lot of very attractive incentives already exist – the public just 
doesn't seem to know about them. This obviously has to change ASAP.  

Secondly, it is vitally important that healthy living is heavily incentivised. As stated before, the USA 
spends 2.5 trillion dollars annually to battle the obvious degenerative diseases stemming from its 
citizens' extremely unhealthy lifestyles. We really should start addressing the cause instead of the 
symptoms by implementing heavy sin-taxes on unhealthy consumables and large tax breaks on 
healthy consumables. Public health insurance schemes should also be replaced by private schemes 
which offer large benefits to people who make no claims. In general, people who look after 
themselves should be financially rewarded for this great service to their country and people who 
willingly destroy their health should be held responsible for their actions.  

Thirdly, the system should be designed to use the valuable experience of healthy, older citizens so 
that these people can continue adding value far beyond the ridiculously low retirement ages in most 
developed countries today. The notion of a forced retirement is absolutely preposterous and people 
should be allowed to work as long as they are able to make a meaningful contribution. Continued 
contributions by senior citizens should be encouraged by topping up salaries with government 
contributions (much smaller amounts than pension payouts) so that the total salary earned remains 
higher than a full retirement pension. If we fail to do this, the retirement crisis will hit us very hard.  

Fourthly, public education must include a strong focus on ecological, economic and social 
sustainability. These issues are by far the most important of our times and children today are 
woefully under-informed about these crucial issues. Every child should be well-informed about every 
one of our five crises, the importance of personal health and finances and all the steps needed to 
mitigate the crises and build a happy, healthy, wealthy and sustainable life. The simple fact is that we 
are doomed if we raise another generation of locusts.  

Fifthly, government should disincentivise consumerism by raising interest rates and/or slashing tax 
breaks on loan interest. Interest on consumer loans especially should be made so ridiculously high 
that only crazy people would even consider taking one. Higher interest rates will temporarily slow 
down the economy and cause temporary unemployment, but as shown in the next section, this move 
will certainly be in the long term benefit of society by significantly reducing the costs of living. The 
fact is that we will have to totally realign the labour market if we are to survive this century and any 
such transition will inevitably result in some temporary unemployment.  

Sixthly, government spending (war spending especially) must be substantially reduced and with it the 
size of government. As discussed previously and will be discussed further in the following section, 
modern big governments are very effective creation preventers, using a lot of our tax money to 
effectively reduce production efficiency and raise the costs of living. Most importantly, however, 
massive spending cuts will reduce the horrendous government deficits occurring all over the 
developed world. It is vitally important that we eliminate such reckless deficit spending in order to 
stabilize the global economy and rein in inflation.  
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Seventhly, we should get governments to finally implement carbon taxes in a gradual and responsible 
way. Carbon taxes are a vital tool to gradually coerce the labour market towards sustainability. We 
should ensure that this is marketed properly, however, emphasizing that all carbon taxes will be 
offset by a general reduction in income tax and/or tax breaks on all green products. It is vital that 
taxpayers understand that total taxes will not increase at all.  

And finally, we should oppose the very dangerous modern trend towards total welfare states. Yes, 
we have to have the systems in place to take care of those in need, but these systems must never 
become so large that they disincentivise production. As discussed in the "unfair exchanges" section 
on page 82, welfare increases the cost of living for society as a whole. In addition, the following 
section will discuss how a country with excessive wealth redistribution mechanisms encourages 
consumption and discourages production among its citizens, thereby also raising the cost of living. 
This can very easily result in a vicious cycle where excessive welfare raises the cost of living and the 
increased cost of living forces more people onto welfare. The USA currently finds itself in such a 
situation where social security and Medicare payments consume almost its entire sum of tax 
revenue. 

So, there you go. Each of these proposed policy-tweaks will most certainly be in the long term 
interest of humanity. You should expect to face serious resistance though. The reason is simply that 
most of these tweaks will cause some short term discomfort which will not sit well with uninformed 
members of the public (who simply want to keep on consuming ever greater quantities of 
miscellaneous stuff) or with the well-connected elite (who are benefiting from our current unethical, 
unsustainable and downright idiotic economic systems). And yes, the very real problem with this is 
simply that unthinking consumers still hold the overwhelming democratic majority and the well-
connected elite often have a very large influence in political affairs. It is therefore guaranteed to be 
an uphill battle.  

Good luck.  

6.11.7 Those with political influence 
Throughout this writing I have gone on non-stop about the need for individuals to intelligently 
construct the environments within which they function. Now I would like to extend that line of 
thought one level higher to the level of a society. The primary player shaping the environment within 
which a modern society functions is the government, be it on a national, provincial or local level. 
Those with political influence therefore have a massive responsibility to correctly shape the 
behaviour of their citizens through the environment they create.  

As stated before, the primary aim of any government should be giving long and happy lives to all of 
their citizens. In parallel, they have to limit the ecological footprint of their citizens, striving to push 
their HPI score as high as possible. In short, they should create an environment where citizens have 
every chance to easily shape for themselves a happy, healthy, wealthy and sustainable life. This 
section will describe some ways in which this can be done.  

6.11.7.1 Misconceptions about capitalism 
First of all, we have to clear the good name of free market capitalism as an economic model. 
Capitalism is often blamed for creating excessive inequality, promoting materialism and even for 
creating the whole economic mess we are in today. The reality is, however, that all of these things 
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are created by widespread mindless consumerism which is sustained by flawed monetary policy, 
Keynesian economic policies such as excessively low interest rates and excessive government 
spending.  

We therefore have to be very careful in our distinction between capitalism and consumerism. In a 
free market capitalist system without all of the idiotic greed-driven aspects named above, economic 
activity is driven by fair competition and the natural forces of supply and demand. Private companies 
compete to deliver the most sought after products at the highest quality and the lowest prices. 
Innovation is therefore an absolute necessity for survival in the market and the result is that the 
aggregate efficiency of production within the society constantly goes up, thereby reducing the cost of 
living for all citizens. This is good in every way. 

Consumerism, on the other hand, is encouraged by inflation and sustained over the medium term by 
artificially low interest rates and excessive government spending. As discussed before, rapidly 
inflating prices push consumers to buy now before prices go up too much and also make borrowing 
much more attractive. And yes, when inflation is combined with low interest rates, situations often 
occur where you are effectively paid to borrow money. Consumers therefore suddenly have a 
massive artificially enhanced purchasing power and want to use this purchasing power as soon as 
possible due to the price rise illusion created by inflation.  

From the foundation of the previous two paragraphs, we can now state the fundamental difference 
between capitalism and consumerism. In a pure free market capitalist economy, any private 
company must innovate in order to create a demand for their product. This makes higher quality 
consumables available at lower prices and leads directly to greater prosperity. In our consumerist 
economy, on the other hand, producers must constantly expand in order to meet the artificially high 
debt-and-inflation-driven consumer demand. This leads to greater quantities of often lower quality 
consumables at inflated prices and to greater growth measured in terms of GDP. Under capitalism, 
producers must create a demand by delivering products of ever higher quality. Under consumerism, 
producers must meet the artificially high demand by delivering products in ever greater quantities. In 
summary therefore, capitalism leads to prosperity and consumerism leads to (temporary) growth.  

This entire text has been going on about the fact that perpetual exponential growth is flatly 
impossible, both environmentally and economically. Unfortunately, this growth addiction has 
engrained itself so deeply into our societal mindset that we see constant increases in GDP as our 
primary economic goal. GDP measures only the dollar value of all of the transactions happening in an 
economy. It says nothing about the percentage of this spending that was funded by unsustainable 
consumer debt or by out-of-control government spending. Neither does it say anything about the 
quality or the sustainability of the products and services being exchanged. In short, GDP really is a 
terribly inaccurate measure of the health of an economy.  

If society finally decides to go for prosperity instead of growth, GDP should actually decrease as all 
rapid-turnover made-to-break products are phased out and prices decrease to reflect the rapid 
increases in the efficiency of production. People would therefore buy smaller amounts of much 
longer lasting products at lower prices and all of our Keynesian economists would get heart attacks 
as their precious measure of GDP starts declining. True, we will have to do this slowly because 
decreases in the nominal dollar turnover would make it harder for people and countries to pay off 
their unsustainably large debts, but unfortunately this is the price that we will have to pay for 
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decades of mindless over-consumption. And yes, the generation who got us into this mess will 
happily pass it over to the next generation to deal with. This is the immorality of huge public debt.   

Another important distinction to be drawn between capitalism and consumerism is that capitalism 
focusses solely on the efficiency of production, while consumerism opens the door to massive riches 
through speculation. Economic bubbles cannot exist in a pure free market capitalist system without 
the terrible market distortions created by cheap credit, thereby inherently preventing massive 
wealth transfers through debt leveraging and market speculation. A capitalist economy will therefore 
have none of those leeches who create almost no value but still become ridiculously rich through 
speculating and manipulating the market, often resulting in gigantic malinvestments of our dwindling 
supply of planetary resources. In a free and fair capitalist system it will always be more profitable to 
produce than to speculate. Everyone will know that they actually have to contribute in order to earn 
their consumption rights. There can be no unethical shortcuts.   

Finally, we have to acknowledge that a pure capitalist system will indeed create income inequality. 
The most productive individuals will simply make the most money because they add the most value 
to society. Firstly, however, we should look at world data to see that wealth inequality results even in 
countries with forced income equality (the Scandinavian nations for example). And secondly, we 
must recognize that our consumerist economy has much more insidious mechanisms for generating 
inequality. These mechanisms include the inflation cascade discussed previously, special interest 
groups benefiting from government tenders and bailouts, and the possibility to gain massive riches 
through debt leveraging and market speculation.    

The most important point to be understood here, however, is that the massive reductions in the cost 
of living created by the constant innovation enforced by free market capitalism will make life easier 
for everyone, both rich and poor. As we will discuss later in the section on unemployment, the 
absolutely amazing efficiency gains that capitalism and fossil fuels have brought us already should 
have allowed us to afford a comfortable life with only a few hours of labour every week. It is only 
because of consumerism that even highly competent workers still have to work 50 or 60 hour weeks 
to meet (what they perceive to be) their basic needs.  

Finally, I would like to spend the last few paragraphs on a fun little capitalist fantasy trip. If we apply 
our minds, we can easily imagine what a pure free market capitalist system could have achieved over 
the past century where our planet was essentially limitless and amazingly powerful fossil fuels were 
just spilling out of the ground. If we had simply shifted our focus from growth to prosperity, we could 
have built ourselves a true capitalist utopia where the methods of production are so advanced that 
competent people only need to work one or two hours per day to earn a decent living. In this utopia, 
less competent people can still compete by simply working longer hours at a reduced hourly wage 
reflecting the rate at which they can create value.  

In such an economy, most people would be able to afford to follow their hearts' desire and add value 
in the field they are naturally drawn towards. Innovation would continue and even improve in this 
system simply because the vast majority of people now actually love their jobs and cannot get 
enough of it. They work long hours without even noticing and don't give a damn what they are paid. 
In fact, they love their jobs so much that they would do it for free. From this mindset, adding value to 
the lives of others becomes pure joy and the natural result is that products and services become ever 
more innovative, more sustainable, of higher quality and of lower price. Such a benevolent cycle can 
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quickly allow even the most outrageous sci-fi fantasies of future human civilizations to become a 
reality.  

Really, if we had simply followed pure and clean free-market capitalism based on sound money and 
Austrian economic principles, the majority of earth citizens could have been living in heaven right 
about now. Unfortunately though, despite truly amazing technological advances and the aid of 
trillions of cheap fossil fuel slaves, our short sighted greed and immorality has created a pure 
consumerist economy that has brought us right to the gates of hell. 

Our flock of 7 billion sheep still has a limited amount of time to turn around and, as much as I hate to 
say this, the politicians shaping our economic systems still are our shepherds. You, the politician, 
therefore have a rather big say in whether the flock will be driven through the gates of hell and into a 
towering inferno of 6 degrees of global warming, massive water and food shortages, total economic 
collapse, bitter resource wars and bloody class conflicts, or back towards the Pearly Gates beyond 
which lies the utopia of free self-expression, endless innovation and sustainable progress described 
above.  

But OK, let's now step away from colourful religious metaphors and return to the black and white 
facts. Our first stop: the workings of the free market.     

6.11.7.2 The free market 
Henry Hazlitt gave us the simplest and most profound economics lesson 65 years ago. It goes like 
this: "The art of economics consists in not looking only at the immediate, but at the longer effects of 
any act or policy; it consists in tracing the consequences of that policy not merely for one group, but 
for all groups." 

It is safe to say that our recent ignorance of the simple content in this single sentence is largely to 
blame for our present economic woes. Short-sighted and economically or politically biased 
government acts have created an economic environment where a massive value 
consumption/creation imbalance is naturally maintained. All of us would certainly have been a lot 
better off had government not interfered so heavily in the workings of the free market.  

The free market, that magical place where production and prices are influenced only by natural 
movements of supply and demand, allows for a very natural distribution of labour and resources and 
with it a very natural optimization of production. It is very important to understand that no 
government intervention can make the free market work more efficiently. A completely free market 
will automatically divert labour to that which is most in demand and ensure that that particular 
commodity is produced at the lowest possible price. Such a free market system will therefore always 
allow for the most efficient creation of the type of value which is most in demand at any particular 
time. And yes, this most efficient creation of value is something that our society desperately needs. 

Any government interference is therefore per definition detrimental to the overall productivity of the 
system. In addition, a marketplace is an incredibly complex system, making it incredibly difficult to 
predict what the real influence of any action on it will be. Its complexity stems from its non-linear 
nature, an important concept to which the next two paragraphs will be devoted.  

The most natural human instinct is to think linearly; i.e. if I acquire more of A, I automatically get 
more of B. Easy. Or not… A classic example is that of diet and weight loss. Linear thinkers reason that 
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if I just starve myself, I will become thin. Logical, right? Yet, an often quoted statistic says that only 
5% of diets actually work and the vast majority of people rapidly gain back all the weight plus a little 
extra. Why? Well, starving yourself lowers metabolism and increases the body’s ability to store fat. 
Thus, losing weight by starvation becomes slower and harder as time goes by and when your forced 
motivation finally runs out, your body happily grabs on to every fat cell it can get hold of and saves it 
for a rainy day. Yes indeed, dieting is a non-linear system: less of A (food) leads to less of C 
(metabolism) which in turn tends to increase B (fat reserves) more efficiently than less of A (food) 
decreases it. The statistics tell us that the application of linear thinking to this particular situation 
leads to failure roughly 95% of the time. 

This was a very simple example of a non-linear system, however, and the vast majority of non-linear 
systems are infinitely more complex. In these systems, if you change A in the hope of affecting B, you 
also have to take into account that changing A impacts C, D and E, each of which impact other 
factors, which again influence other factors down the line, many of which have an eventual impact 
on B. Therefore, if you want to change A to affect B, you have to trace all the possible effects of 
changing A through the entire system, identifying and quantifying each possible non-linear effect 
that a change in A can have on B as well as the possible undesirable effects this change can have on 
C, D, E and the rest of the alphabet. This is what Hazlitt meant with tracing the consequences of that 
policy not merely for one group, but for all groups. 

Unfortunately, in the vast majority of modern, complex systems, completing such a trace accurately 
is all but impossible. An economy is one such system and any intervention of government into the 
dealings of the free market with the aim of improving a certain aspect, is nothing but a gamble due 
to the vast complexity of the non-linear interactions within this particular system. The majority of 
such government interventions are taken in response to pressure from certain lobby groups to 
address a certain short term effect (such as rescuing a single struggling industrial sector). This flies in 
the face of the entire basic economics lesson by focussing only on the short term and only on the 
interests of a single group.  

Then, also take into account that, as stated before, a completely free market is naturally the most 
efficient mechanism for value creation. If you look at it from the big picture perspective, the amount 
of total value created in a free market cannot be exceeded by any other system. The competition 
within a free market makes it so. If you cannot produce as efficiently as your competitors, you will be 
forced out of that particular market sector. You therefore have no choice other than to optimize 
production as much as you possibly can. The result is a system where every industry must 
continuously innovate and optimize production in order to stay in business. There is simply no better 
way of increasing the average efficiency and quality of value creation.  

In order for the free market to function optimally, it is vitally important that the system itself must be 
able to determine the correct appropriation of resources to most economically satisfy the demand at 
any given time. Any form of government intervention, be it though stimulus packages, bailouts, 
public works for job creation, tariffs, trade restrictions, price-fixing, minimum wages, selective 
taxation or whatever, is nothing but a way of taking resources out of the hands of the free market 
and using it in a way designed by a few people in government. Such interventions can only be 
negative in the big picture. There is simply no other option. 
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A good example proposed by Hazlitt himself is the authorisation of public works in the name of job 
creation. Say, for example, that unemployment is a bit higher than usual at a low point in a natural 
economic cycle, elections are just around the corner and government decides it is time to intervene 
(win some votes). They then authorize the construction of a bridge that would not have been built if 
it were only up to the free market. Construction is commenced and many people are employed. 
Ultimately, society has a new bridge and a significant number of people had temporary employment 
which they otherwise would not have had. This might sound like mission accomplished to a linear 
thinker and the officials who approved this project will proudly point out the job creation and the 
beautiful new piece of infrastructure, but a non-linear thinker quickly sees the fallacies. 

The principal fallacy is that of not considering what the free market might have done with the funds 
used in the construction of the bridge. These funds, provided by the state, had to be collected in 
taxes and, if this were not the case, this money would still be in the hands of private individuals to 
spend and invest as they pleased. These private individuals would have used this money to buy all 
manner of things, supporting a wide range of industries which are, at the time, of much greater value 
to the general public than having an unwanted bridge. This wide range of industries would then be 
allowed to increase their efficiency of production, supplying society with the goods it really wants at 
lower prices and eventually permanently absorbing the labour that was temporarily employed in 
building the bridge when the natural economic cycle inevitably turns upwards again. Thus, when 
thinking long term and considering the effects on all parties (as stated in the basic lesson), it becomes 
clear that society as a whole would have benefited a lot more from simply allowing the free market 
to play out the natural business cycle and continuously grow according to stimuli from supply and 
demand. 

Hazlitt goes on to describe the application of this simple lesson to every conceivable government 
intervention in his book "Economics in one lesson", patiently proving each and every one of them to 
be self-defeating and detracting from society as a whole, even if the situation of a specific group 
might be temporarily improved. He also points very plainly to the problem that the possible 
temporary positive effects on one group can immediately be seen, written in newspapers and used in 
campaign speeches, while the lost value in the free market has to be reasoned out and imagined 
(which is much less marketable to the masses). Thus, such short-sighted, small-picture policies 
continue to win support and continue to disrupt the natural value creating potential of the free 
market. When considering how many of these things there are, each one eroding a little bit of the 
efficiency of the free market, it really is no wonder that our economy is on the rocks and the cost of 
living is just going up all the time.  

This has to change simply because it is only long-term, big-picture thinking that will get us safely 
through the 21st century. The global society as a whole has to get its economic affairs in order and 
begin creating the massive excess value that we need in order to ensure long and happy lives for 
everyone within the ever increasing environmental restraints placed upon us. We cannot afford to 
have our politics routinely deviated from this ultimate goal by self-interested lobby groups baying for 
government to take resources out of the free market and use it to temporarily improve the situation 
of a single group at the expense of society as a whole.  

In years gone by, such policies were just a burden on society and not much more. Now, however, 
they are downright dangerous – dangerous on a global scale.      
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6.11.7.3 Taxes 
The free market and private enterprise cannot take care of everything. There definitely is a place for 
the public sector when it comes to things like building and maintaining important public 
infrastructure, looking after the poor, the unemployed and the elderly, and ensuring public safety 
through correctional services, the fire department and the military. Taxes have to be collected and 
used by the state to render these important public services.  

It is very important, however, that just enough taxes should be collected to ensure that only truly 
public services can be funded. We will look at that bit more in the next section. 

For now, however, we will look at how taxes can be used to overcome the Achilles heel of the free 
market system: the fact that it is guided almost exclusively by present moment economics. People 
always buy the thing they perceive to give them the most value for the lowest price. Mostly they do 
not care about how the product was manufactured. Nor do they care about the sustainability of this 
product. Thus, in a society consisting primarily of unthinking consumers, the forces of supply and 
demand controlling the movements of a free market economy are guided solely by present moment 
economics – the cheapest product sells. Unfortunately, in our modern world with its fixed planetary 
boundaries, this is a very large problem. If we simply allow the free market system to run rampant, 
always chasing the lowest cost at any environmental price and with very little thought of tomorrow, 
we will not survive this century.  

Yes, deliberate tax manipulations will make the system run sub-optimally (at least for a while). This 
has to happen with any government intervention into the workings of the free market system. But 
quite frankly, as I hope you agree with by now, we have no other choice in this regard. The 
government has to take responsibility and use their legislative power to guide the free market 
system towards sustainability.  

The long-awaited carbon taxes, a tax levied on industries in proportion to the amount of carbon they 
put into the atmosphere, are a good example of this. It is important to immediately note, however, 
that taxation must only be redistributed and not increased. In other words, an additional carbon tax 
should be offset by a reduction in general income tax or reduced taxation on low-carbon products, 
keeping the flow of money from the private individuals to the state constant. This should be very 
clearly communicated to the public in order to prevent excessive resistance to carbon taxes.  

In fact, income taxes should be completely dropped and replaced with more consumer taxes. A 
person should definitely not be taxed for hard work and good production (income taxes), but rather 
for consumerism (consumer taxes). In practice, this will simply raise the net income of individuals and 
the price of all consumables, thereby giving carbon taxes on high carbon products and tax-breaks on 
green products a lot more scope for efficient application.  

Such a carbon tax redistribution scheme will have a very simple effect: it will significantly increase 
the price of carbon intensive products and simultaneously give all private individuals more money to 
spend. The very natural result in the free market will then be that demand starts to decline for 
expensive, carbon intensive products and starts to increase for the other, less carbon intensive 
products which did not become more expensive or might even become cheaper. The free market will 
then naturally reappropriate its resources (as it always does) in order to adjust to this new demand. 
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Carbon taxes together with a large cut in income tax will therefore very naturally lead society into a 
low carbon future, reducing our dependence on fossil fuels. Since such measures will create a larger 
demand for more environmentally friendly products and citizens will have more money to spend on 
these products, private enterprise in these sectors will be allowed to expand, absorb labour and 
make profitable investments in improved production techniques. This is good in every way. 

In essence, the state can therefore use taxation (keeping increases and decreases in balance) to steer 
the forces of supply and demand within the free market towards a sustainable future. In a similar 
way to which taxes can be used to protect the environment by putting additional tax on products 
with high carbon and/or ecological footprints, it can be used to improve the health of society by 
putting additional taxes on unhealthy consumables and giving tax breaks on healthy consumables. As 
seen in the health section, developed nations spend preposterous amounts of money addressing the 
severe symptoms of their citizens' irresponsible consumption habits and sedentary lifestyles. The 
financial benefits derived from such a healthy lifestyle tax would therefore be enormous. 
Government can really do their balance sheet and their citizens a huge favour by putting massive sin-
taxes on cigarettes, alcohol and fast food while making fresh fruits, vegetables and whole grain 
products completely tax-free. It is only fair that citizens indulging in self-destructive consumption 
habits be severely taxed because they are highly likely to cost the state massive amounts of money in 
health expenditures.  

Tax legislations such as these form essential constituents of an ideal environment within which a 
society can naturally function in a sustainable and healthy way. Remember; the primary role of 
government is to create an environment where citizens are naturally encouraged to live healthy, 
wealthy, happy and sustainable lives. As healthy and sustainable living gets cheaper, private 
consumers will naturally gravitate in that direction and private enterprise will move to meet this shift 
in demand. And yes, healthy, wealthy and happy individuals also tend to be much more productive, 
thereby completing a very virtuous cycle.  

Yes, such a shift will of course require change and this change can be temporarily disruptive, forcing 
people to actually think a bit about their consumption habits (for once) and causing job losses in 
certain sectors. But keep in mind that firstly, this change will have to come at some time if we are to 
survive this century, and secondly, that labour will once again be absorbed in other sectors. As 
always, those who have been disadvantaged by such a system will make lots of noise, drawing lots of 
media attention and wholeheartedly throwing the blame on this evil tax system, while those who 
have been absorbed in other industries will not make a sound and draw absolutely no attention. 
When this noise starts, just keep your focus on the big picture, guided by appropriate stats such as 
average carbon and ecological footprints, HPI and percentage unemployment. Simply ignore 
sensationalist media reports of isolated negative events. 

Remember: act in the long term benefit of all and not in the short term benefit of some.    

6.11.7.4 Spending 
If governments are running a constant deficit (such as virtually the entire developed world) the best 
way to restore sanity is to cut spending. Raising taxes can also temporarily reduce the deficit, but will 
unfortunately take money out of the hands of productive private enterprise, causing a great decrease 
in the rate of value creation (and future taxable income). Cutting spending, on the other hand, might 
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actually boost the free market by getting the public sector out of the way of private enterprise, 
reducing bureaucracy and thereby facilitating a much better appropriation of resources. 

As acknowledged in the previous section, various forms of government spending are essential to 
keep our modern society running smoothly. There are a number of grey areas, however, where it is 
not clear whether it would be best to let government or the free market decide on the appropriation 
of resources. As a general rule, something should be handled by the government if, and only if, 
everyone in society can benefit equally and fairly from this service. By equally I mean that it should 
be something that benefits everyone, not only a single group, and by fairly I mean that it should not 
create a situation where upstanding citizens are forced to subsidize irresponsible citizens. Let's look 
at two examples: education and health insurance.  

In our modern society, a quality education is mandatory for producing a valuable member of society. 
Everyone needs education and it is a service that cannot be easily misappropriated between citizens. 
Therefore, public education is a good thing and it is right and good that the state pays for the 
construction and maintenance of school buildings and pays the salaries of teachers with taxpayer 
money. This gives equal opportunities to all by keeping school fees affordable even to low-income 
families. 

Health insurance, on the other hand, is another story. Not everyone within society has equal needs 
when it comes to health insurance. If the state takes equal taxes from all citizens and uses it to cover 
the vast medical costs of only a fraction of the population, individuals who diligently look after their 
health will effectively be subsidising individuals who regularly indulge in very unhealthy lifestyle 
choices. In essence, this kind of situation encourages unhealthy living and gives no additional reward 
for looking after personal health. A national health insurance scheme will therefore lead to the 
misappropriation of resources, taking resources away from upstanding citizens and using it to 
subsidise unhealthy lifestyles of irresponsible citizens.  

Private health insurance is much better in this regard, especially if it offers significant benefits to 
people who look after themselves very well and never make any claims. This is a much fairer system, 
allowing upstanding citizens to draw additional financial benefits from their healthy lifestyles and 
providing a strong financial incentive for unhealthy people to change their lifestyles for the better. 
Naturally, society has a responsibility to take care of those with a legitimate chronic illness or 
disability through state benefits, but society should not have to carry the costs of ill-health caused by 
the poor lifestyle choices made by a limited number of non-thinking individuals. 

OK, so what else can we cut? Well, additional spending cuts can be made by simply reducing the size 
of government and reducing bureaucracy. The really sad thing about government intervention into 
the free market is that it takes a lot of resources to facilitate this intervention, thereby placing it 
firmly in the "creation preventers" category discussed on page 80. Part of this problem is the fact 
that people working in the public sector do not have the financial incentives of those working in the 
private sector. They are paid a fixed salary by the taxpayer and the link between their performance 
and their income is fuzzy at best and non-existent at worst. This leads to reduced productivity and 
can even result in large scale value-sapping corruption. 

By simply withdrawing government intervention out of every single sector not meeting the above 
mentioned criterion will greatly increase the efficiency of production and allow for large cuts in 
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government spending – a true win-win scenario. A good government should be like a good mother 
who lets her kids play, fall over, get up again and play further. If she turns into a helicopter-mom, 
constantly hovering, checking up and offering unwanted advice, she will only hinder the 
development of her children. No taxpayer wants a helicopter-mom for a government.  

It really is incredibly important to grant taxpayers their personal liberties. If government tries to 
control the lives of their citizens through excessively large and unnecessary public programs, 
productive citizens become significantly less productive and unproductive citizens become 
completely dependent on the system. Such a situation is bad in every way and can truly bankrupt a 
nation. The USA is approaching such a situation where its mandatory spending on Medicare, 
Medicaid, social security and government debt is getting perilously close to its total tax revenue, 
thereby leaving no surplus for all of the public functions that government is actually supposed to 
fulfil. As a result, the USA simply has not choice other than taking on more and more debt. This 
cannot go on indefinitely and the day will come when the world loses confidence in the ability of the 
USA to pay back their debt, refuses to lend further money and causes the biggest economy in the 
world to go bankrupt.  

But hey, at least the USA can take heart from the predictions that a number of European countries 
will probably go bankrupt before they do. Perhaps this real world demonstration will jerk them back 
to sanity and get them to greatly cut spending before it is too late. And yes, the best place to start 
cutting is war spending. Let's take a look.   

6.11.7.5 War spending 
Indeed, war spending is so terrible that it deserves its own little section. Just to recap; war consumes 
value in order to destroy as much already created value as possible. You consume lots of value to 
destroy as much of the value of your enemy as you possibly can and your enemy consumes lots of 
their own value to destroy as much of your value as possible. And, just as an added bonus; lots of 
human lives are lost or forever handicapped. It is a fact that no-one wins a war – some just lose more 
badly than others.  

The chief global warlord is of course the USA. America spends 700 billion dollars per year on its 
military. China comes in at a distant second with 120 billion, while the UK is third with a mere 60 
billion. The USA is responsible for 43% of global military spending. In contrast, it is responsible for 
only 10% of global exports. America is therefore a four times more efficient exporter of life and value 
destroying war than of useful good and services. Wow, no wonder the world is rapidly losing all of its 
respect for the USA.  

The direct costs of the USA's wars since 2001 amount to 1.32 trillion dollars – 0.8 trillion in Iraq and 
0.52 trillion in Afghanistan. These are only the direct costs, however, and one should also include the 
countless indirect costs of war. Fortunately a smart Nobel-prize winning economist, Joseph Stiglitz, 
has looked at this issue and also included things like the interest on the debt raised to fund the war, 
health care costs for veterans coming home, and replacing the destroyed hardware and degraded 
operational capacity caused by the war. After some further "ultraconservative" calculations, the 
costs of the Iraqi war jumped from 0.8 trillion to 3 trillion dollars – almost a factor of four. If this 
same factor is applied to the Afghani war as well, the total cost of war to the USA amounts to a 
staggering 5 trillion dollars – a full third of their massive government debt.  
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5 trillion dollars is roughly seven times the total global investment in renewable energy. Think about 
it; just half of this massive waste of money could have quadrupled the absolutely vital global 
investment in renewable energy. Also, at $50 per child per year, a mere twentieth of these 5 trillion 
dollars can give every poor child in Africa a full twelve years of education, leaving massive reserve 
funds to build educational infrastructure and train more teachers.  

It really is incredibly sad; the USA could have used this massive sum of money to become the hero of 
planet Earth, proudly leading the way to a sustainable future and taking the lead in the global 
eradication of poverty. But instead they have blown everything chasing non-existent bogeymen, 
destroying countless lives, making loads of enemies and losing respect across the world. Googling 
"fall of America" generates over a billion hits – double that generated by Justin Bieber (which is quite 
an accomplishment).  

The main point is this: we now live in a global village bound together by massive issues that make 
national borders totally irrelevant; issues such as rising CO2 levels, rapid basic resource depletion, 
global debt-related economic problems, massive socio-economic inequality, and total 
interdependence and connectedness. In the face of these monumental challenges which affect us all, 
we simply cannot afford to waste our time and resources destroying each other's limited resources 
through unnecessary war.  

Yes, all offensive military action or terrorist activity should be immediately quashed, but this should 
not be done by American style aggressive invasion (which only provides further grounds for 
terrorism). Sincere and sustained efforts should first be made to resolve differences through 
diplomatic negotiation and the establishment of mutually beneficial trade relations. In the unlikely 
event that such a positive strategy fails, the perpetrator should be punished through total and 
immediate economic sanctions. Every country should know that if they continue building weapons of 
mass destruction or raising armies larger than that which is needed for adequate defence even after 
open and diplomatic negotiations, the entire world will sever all trade connections. No modern 
country can survive (let alone build an army that can threaten the world) without foreign trade. True, 
economic sanctions are also less-than-ideal, but the ill effects are negligibly small compared to the 
costs of war.  

Anyway, the war on terror is totally overrated. In the past quarter of a century, terrorists have killed 
less than 50000 people. Cigarettes kill 100 times as many people every single year, implying that 
cigarettes kill 2500 people for every person killed by a terrorist. Global warming in this very early 
stage of severity kills 150 people for every terrorist kill. Even lightning is ten times as dangerous as 
terrorists. Also, the chance that a new Hitler emerges from the Middle East, tumbling the entire 
world into war once more is absolutely zero. Even if they had the will (which can only be created by 
repeated American aggression), they simply do not have the resources, the infrastructure, the skills 
or the technology. Truth be told; there is a much greater chance that World War III will break out 
over a lack of basic resources caused by our widespread ignorance regarding planetary boundaries. It 
is here where our attention and our resources should be focussed.  

In closing, wars are surely the most disastrously erroneous appropriation of resources ever imagined, 
especially in this modern day and age. It consumes massive value for destroying even more value and 
it steals funds and manpower away from much more important initiatives. Countries should stop 
wasting their time and resources bickering over irrelevant little differences like 5-year-old kids and 
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start focussing on the real issues: the massive social, economic and technological changes that are 
absolutely mandatory if we are to successfully navigate the 21st century.     

6.11.7.6 Vulnerable members of society 
Now we come to a rather touchy issue: what should be the role of government when it comes to 
vulnerable members of society, primarily the poor, unemployed and the elderly. From the one in a 
billion prospective, I am strongly against welfare states. A country offering easy welfare essentially 
also forces upstanding citizens to subsidise irresponsible citizens and provide very limited incentives 
for those on welfare to really put in the effort needed to start adding value to society. Once again, 
this takes resources out of the hands of productive individuals, putting it into the hands of 
unproductive individuals, thereby greatly reducing the aggregate ability of society to create value. 

My take on this might be a bit radical, but I do not think that any individual has the right to the 
freedom offered by money if they have not earned it through significant value creation. On the other 
hand, the basic human rights of all individuals must be met, i.e. decent shelter, food, basic services 
and access to education. I am therefore of the opinion that no cash should ever be given to any 
vulnerable member of society (except for the handicapped), but rather that these basic goods and 
services (and by basic I mean just enough to live a dignified life) should be provided directly. The 
standard welfare check should be replaced by a simple food voucher that can only be exchanged for 
food and basic toiletries and the children of those who truly cannot pay should be given an interest-
free study loan. However, no person has the right to the next level of consumables (cellphones, 
computers, cars etc.) if they are not actively adding value within society. 

If such a simple system is employed, poor people who practiced irresponsible family planning and 
have not put in the effort to educate themselves to a level where they can start adding value, 
unemployed people who did not put in the effort needed to earn job security or save responsibly to 
build up some resilience against setbacks such as job losses, and retired people who did not save 
responsibly by consuming less than they create throughout their careers will simply not have access 
to the freedom of consumption offered by money within our affluent modern society. This will have 
two important effects: these vulnerable groups will not be such a large burden on productive 
members of society (giving the productive members more resources with which to create further 
value) and vulnerable citizens will be strongly incentivized to improve their lives and take action to 
secure their financial futures (tuning value sinks into value sources). 

Once again, we need to think of the big picture. If we are to achieve the massive excess value 
creation that is needed in the first half of 21st century, we need everyone to contribute. People who 
do not want to contribute have no right to the fruits of the labour of productive members of society. 
This may seem harsh, but on a one in a billion basis it is only fair, and in the big picture it is an 
essential part of saving our civilisation. 

6.11.7.7 Unemployment 
Achieving full employment within our modern consumer society is downright impossible. No country 
has ever accomplished this and no country ever will. As long as excessive consumer spending 
continues to drive up the cost of living and increase socio-economic inequality, there will always be 
those who are simply unemployable (unable to add more value than minimum wage). But still, even 
though our systems demand unemployment by their very nature, every country continuously moans 
about the poor unemployed masses and has been doing so for decades.  
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So, let's spend a page or two to dissect the idiocy of trying to cure unemployment by consumerism. 
Please think back to the simple example civilization we followed for a few pages in the section on 
understanding the economy starting on page 80. We saw clearly that the moment production 
methods become more efficient, basic consumables become more affordable. As mentioned before, 
agricultural output efficiency increased by a factor of 12 over the fifty years from 1950 to 2000, 
implying that farmers could produce 12 times more produce for the same salary and that food prices 
should therefore have decreased by a factor of 12 as well.  

Thinking back over the centuries to the ways in which our forefathers got food from the producer to 
the consumer, one has to concede that we have increased our efficiency hundreds of times over. We 
have improved our production methods first through basics like ploughing, fertilization and 
husbandry and then through massive mechanization thanks to the amazing power of fossil fuels. We 
have also improved our distribution methods first through simple farmer's markets and then through 
massive industrialization and international trade. The productivity gains we have seen really are 
enormous and would surely suggest that prices should be truly minuscule by this stage.  

Indeed, all indications are that life in our modern, mechanised and industrialized world should be so 
easy that one can make a decent living from only a few hours of very average labour each day. An 
average farmer today feeds about 155 people (about 100 of which are overweight from consuming 
way too much food). If people ate moderately, the average farmer could easily feed 250 people 
(probably closer to 500 if we switched to a much more sustainable plant-based diet). In other words; 
for the farmer to feed only his own family consisting of (on average) 2.5 people, he literally needs to 
work less than five minutes per day (assuming that he only works standard 40 hour weeks normally). 
Indeed, thanks to centuries of progress and the power of fossil fuels, his production methods have 
become so wonderfully efficient that he can feed his entire family with only 1% of his efforts.  

Yet, the average American consumer unit of 2.5 people spends a full 12.4% of their income on food – 
more than ten times greater than the percentage of the farmer's efforts required to produce this 
food. So, where did this humungous 12 times rise in the food price come from? Well, this is 
testament to the huge number of middlemen our modern consumer society places between 
producer and consumer, the amount of bureaucracy that is clogging up the process and the rampant 
over-consumption we now accept as the status quo. It is also testament to the large number of 
people not adding any value and the magnitude of value sinks such as war and criminal activity. No 
matter which way you look at it though; the fact that you have to use the income from 12.4% of your 
efforts to purchase food that the farmer produced with only 1% of his efforts is simply unacceptable.  

But let's forget about this hopeless inefficiency for a second and just focus on the 12.4% of income 
used for food. At the beginning of time, people used virtually 100% of their efforts to acquire food. 
Now we have replaced 87.6% of this with a wide range of other stuff, all of which we now apparently 
also label as "essential" judging by the fact that we always seem to desperately need every cent we 
earn (plus a little more besides).  

OK, by now you are probably wondering what all of this has to do with unemployment. Well, the 
point is simply this: by encouraging consumerism, we have developed systems that increase the price 
of food (and many other consumables) by a factor of 10 en route from producer to consumer and we 
have convinced society to increase the number of things they label as "essential" (most of which only 
make them sick, poor and unhappy while simultaneously killing our planet) by another factor of 10, 
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thereby totally eradicating the 100 times efficiency increase that technology and fossil fuels have 
brought us.  

And now we finally arrive at the real kicker; the way in which governments generally seek to address 
unemployment (increased consumer spending through various incentives to borrow more) will only 
worsen this situation. Increased consumer spending will inevitably be on non-essential stuff such as 
all the middlemen between the producer and the consumer and all of the other non-essentials which 
are now perceived to be essentials, thereby raising the cost of living. In addition, increased borrowing 
causes more money to be loaned into existence, leading to inflation which further increases the cost 
of living by secretly taxing everyone, especially the poor and the middle class. Higher costs of living 
mean higher minimum wages and higher minimum wages mean that more people are simply 
unemployable (physically unable to add more value than minimum wage). Artificially enhanced 
consumer spending will therefore only increase unemployment in the long run. 

Yes, such artificial spending sprees will temporarily create more work and thereby employ more 
people, but this employment will happen almost exclusively in non-essential market sectors which 
feed our consumerism. In order to keep this new employment, the resulting distribution of labour 
(heavily weighted towards supplying non-essential goods and services) will have to be maintained 
even as prices rise and the loans that created this consumption binge become due for payment with 
interest. When this finally happens, people are forced back to spending less on non-essentials and all 
of this labour (plus a little more besides) is once again expelled. This is the classic dynamic of an 
economic bubble.   

The only way in which increased consumer spending can ever create permanent jobs is if this 
increased spending leads to significant and permanent increases in the efficiency of production of 
essential goods and services. As we saw in our little story starting on page 80, such efficiency 
increases will reduce prices and free up more surplus that can be spent on non-essentials. 
Unfortunately, any indirect efficiency increases caused by pure consumer spending will be nullified 
by the accompanying increases in complexity, bureaucracy, inequality and the erosion of purchasing 
power by our debt-based inflationary economy. And, of course, if we keep on walking this road of 
exponentially increasing consumption, these puny little efficiency gains will be dwarfed by the 
massive losses when planetary boundaries really start to show their teeth.   

In essence, trying to cure unemployment by consumerism forces the labour market towards 
supplying more and more non-essentials before we have earned the right to do so through increases 
in the efficiency of production. Naturally, if you want to consume more, but you have not learned to 
produce more efficiently, you have to work longer hours to make ends meet. And this is exactly what 
we are seeing in practice today.  

Really; by this time it should be crystal clear that this system is simply not working. The evidence is all 
around us: unemployment in OECD countries is not going anywhere even though governments have 
been consistently stealing from future generations by unsustainably borrowing at truly humungous 
rates and using unethical statistical twists to reduce the reported unemployment rate (see 
shadowstats.com). If not for the deeply unsustainable government borrowing, taxes would have had 
to be much higher and unemployment would have soared. But still governments insist on spending 
themselves out of this spending-induced recession. Hmm… that old definition of insanity (doing the 
same thing over and over again and expecting a different result) seems highly relevant here.  
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OK, so now we have established how not to tackle unemployment, but how can it actually be 
sustainably reduced? Well, quite logically, we should simply do the complete opposite of what we 
have been doing thus far: instead of encouraging consumer spending, we should encourage 
consumer saving and investment. Simple. But why would that work? 

Well, it would work for three main reasons. Firstly, it will gradually restructure the economy away 
from all of those non-essentials (read: useless junk) that consumers have been duped into chasing 
hoping that it will bring them happiness. Lower non-essential spending means a lower cost of living, 
lower minimum wages and lower unemployment. This step is also where the primary practical 
problem comes in: the fact that labour market restructuring is always uncomfortable in the short 
term. But to be brutally honest, the global labour market will have to restructure quite significantly 
quite soon. If it does not, our growth-dependent consumer society will be smashed to bits against 
immovable planetary boundaries within the next decade or two.   

Secondly, the ever increasing savings and investment will pay for massive quantities of jobs 
conducting the research, building the infrastructure and training the manpower needed to 
accomplish the truly humungous task of reshaping our entire world away from the era of cheap fossil 
fuels and a limitless planet to the era of no fossil fuels and a very limited planet. Now the nice thing 
about this is that we will be creating a lot more value than we consume, implying that there will be 
lots of work and thereby lots of jobs. Essentially therefore, we need to shift many of the jobs that 
were in all of the typical consumerist non-essential market sectors to the incredibly important 
sustainable development market sector.  

Thirdly, the large pool of savings and investment will also provide businesses with the necessary 
capital to improve production efficiency (by developing new and improved production methods) 
instead of just increasing production capacity (by simply increasing the scale of operations). These 
increases in production efficiency will lower the cost of living even further, completing a truly 
virtuous cycle. The even lower costs of living will lower minimum wages and unemployment even 
further and will simultaneously allow people to save and invest even more, making even more funds 
available for the creation of further jobs in the noble quest of reshaping our civilization. From here, 
things can only get better and, who knows, one day the cost of living might be so low that we even 
achieve that unreachable plateau of full employment.   

In summary, our current social mindset of maximum consumption and minimum production (the 
root of the retirement crisis) is a very obvious cause of unemployment. Total consumerism creates a 
very large demand which drives up prices, while the resistance to value creation keeps supply low, 
also driving up prices. In addition, such forced consumerism reinforces inequality because the rich 
are in a position to rake in much of the temporary cash flow at the start of a spending bubble and 
they are the ones doing the firing when the spending bubble bursts. They therefore benefit greatly 
from such stimulus attempts while the poor and the middle class are burdened with ever greater 
debt, inflation and job losses. Increased inequality in economic status also leads to increased 
inequality in competence and earning power determined by education, family planning, belief 
systems, self-image and, in the longer term, hereditable factors such as IQ. The resulting rise in the 
costs of living combined with the increased inequality in competence and earning power then 
obviously makes more people unemployable because they are now unable to add more value than 
minimum wage.  
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The fact that we consume way beyond our means obviously implies that we also have to produce 
way beyond our means. Therefore, the average family now needs two full incomes from 50 or 60 
hour workweeks to keep up with the Joneses. If the average worker needs to work 60-hour weeks 
just to "survive", then what chance does the below-average worker have? Just think about it; if we 
simply consumed within our means and restructured the labour market away from producing useless 
consumerist junk and towards producing essential goods and services such as food, shelter and 
education, we would also be free to produce more within our means. Average households will once 
again be able to live comfortably on only a single income from a 40-hour workweek and below 
average workers will at least have the opportunity to make up for their lack of skills and expertise by 
means of longer hours, thereby keeping their employment.  

This will allow society the time and relaxed environment required to capture that priceless 
commodity that we all so desperately crave: happiness. As all studies show; increases in consumer 
spending bring zero happiness. If we simply trade our over-consumption for more time during which 
we can look after our health, our relationships and our self-development, we would live longer, 
happier lives and greatly reduce our environmental impact. In short, our HPI score would soar.  

I've said it a million times, but I will say it again: consumerism is evil in every single way. The role it 
plays in unemployment is just another very good reason to eradicate this evil scourge from the face 
of the earth.  

6.11.7.8 Health and education 
Investments in health and education are most certainly the most lucrative that any government can 
ever make. Effective education greatly enhances the value of the human capital in the system and 
allows a country to create value much more effectively. Effective health care preserves and protects 
this invaluable human capital so that value creation can progress unfalteringly and we can build for 
ourselves a happy and sustainable society within which humans can live alongside nature for many 
centuries to come.  

Unfortunately, there are currently massive errors in the general blueprint of both these vital 
constituents. Education programs have far too little focus on the most important issues of our time: 
environmental, economic and social sustainability. Every child should be aware of the threats of 
climate change and resource depletion and know what we can do to mitigate these crises. Every child 
should know that it is vitally important to create more value than is consumed, not only for her own 
sake, but for the sake of the entire human race. Every child should know the extent of inequality 
within our systems, the forces of socio-economic hereditability that keep it so and the potentially 
disastrous consequences that this massive socio-economic inequality can have in combination with 
the aforementioned two. And most importantly, every child must know the evils of consumerism and 
understand that sustainable living is the only path to lasting health, wealth and happiness. 

In addition, a very heavy emphasis should be placed on personal health and finances. The health and 
wealth of a nation is nothing but the aggregate health and wealth of its citizens and personal 
responsibility on a one in a billion basis is absolutely central to the future of the human race. 
Excellent education with regards to personal health and longevity can singlehandedly cut our 
absolutely enormous health expenditures by a factor of 10. Excellent education with regards to 
personal finances can singlehandedly alleviate our entire economic crisis, slash welfare expenditures 
in half and alleviate 90% of the life-sapping stress experienced by modern society.  
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Such an educational program will not only greatly benefit the new young generation, but is 
guaranteed to rapidly diffuse up the age ladder as children rebel against the terribly irresponsible 
lifestyles of their parents. The resulting cascade of responsible and sustainable living expertise 
running through the age groups can easily spark a true lifestyle revolution and do absolute wonders 
for our global village.  

Ultimately, this wonderful lifestyle revolution will lead to millions of wise, wealthy and respected 
elders still making massive contributions to society even in their eighties. Naturally, government 
should harvest the invaluable experience of these healthy and wise elders with significant benefits to 
senior citizens who keep on working far past the traditional retirement age. The totally idiotic notion 
of forced retirement must be immediately abolished. Instead, gradually increasing salary top-ups 
(much smaller than standard retirement payouts) should be paid from the traditional retirement age 
to all people who choose to keep on working. This single step has the potential to totally eliminate 
the retirement crisis.  

When it comes to the health of society, government can do a lot by implementing strong tax 
incentives for healthy living. As described previously, large sin-taxes should be levied on cigarettes, 
alcohol, fast food and our massive supply of adulterated food stocks with an extremely low nutrient 
density while nutrient dense vegetables, fruits, whole grains, beans, nuts, seeds and berries should 
be tax-free. Healthy living should become so cheap and unhealthy living so expensive that the 
standard American lifestyle of today would lead to total bankruptcy within a few months. 

Also, as previously described, health insurance should be totally revised in order to strongly 
incentivise healthy living. The amount of payments should be directly linked to the amount of 
withdrawals by simply paying back a large portion of insurance payments to responsible people who 
look after themselves and make very few claims. In short, people should be completely covered 
against the unforeseen tragedies that sometimes strike undeserving people, but should know that 
the well-established repercussions of unhealthy living will cost them dear.    

If government can create such an environment where excellent personal health and finances 
happens totally automatically, they would finally actually start doing their job: granting their citizens, 
both those of today and those of future generations, every chance at building a healthy, wealthy and 
happy life for themselves and their families.  

6.11.7.9 Some comments on socialism 
People argue a lot about what exactly qualifies as socialism. For the purpose of this writing, I will use 
the term socialism simply to describe a system with excessively large wealth redistribution 
mechanisms. Wealth can be redistributed in many ways such as large state ownership of the means 
of production, significant redistributive taxation, state-controlled income equality and a very large 
state welfare/entitlement program.  

Such a socialist system resonates very strongly with the masses. It promises a good and secure life for 
all and a "fair" and equal distribution of wealth between citizens. However, socialism discourages 
efficient production and value creation because it (once again) takes resources out of the hands of 
productive citizens and transfers it to unproductive citizens. And, most importantly of course; it 
simply does not work. Even Scandinavian nations with near perfect income equality still have a 
wealth Gini coefficient around 0.7 which is very much on par with most other nations. The only 
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difference is that productive citizens have to use a lot more of their precious time to build 
themselves the financial security that they so richly deserve and therefore have less time and energy 
to actually contribute to the economy.  

Socialism is therefore a bad idea whichever way you look at it. Not only is it simply fairer that those 
who have added lots of value to society should be able to enjoy the fruits of their labour, it is also 
much better for society to have the majority of wealth in the hands of those who know how to use it 
to add more value in the future. Such an economic system leads to more affordable goods and 
services for all, poorer citizens included.  

It is true that socialism can be made to work (and lead to very high average quality of life) in a few 
countries with lots of resources and small populations, but it is always vastly inferior to free market 
capitalism when it comes to value creation. Not only does it resist the concentration of wealth in the 
hands of those most capable of using it for future value creation, it also offers no incentive for 
increased value creation. Productive people have no financial incentive to raise their game to the 
next level and unproductive people have no incentive to become more productive. 

A practical example of this can be seen in the group at the Norwegian research institution where I 
currently work. More than half of this group are foreigners and this number is rapidly increasing. In 
the three years that I have been there, I saw the arrival of seven new colleagues, six of whom were 
foreigners. My institution therefore has to incur significant expenses to convince foreigners who 
know nothing about Norwegian culture and do not speak the language to move their entire lives to 
the snowy north with no guarantee that they will not turn tail and run back home when the cold, 
dark winter descends upon the land. In addition, a special company is hired to help the foreigners 
settle in and two years of Norwegian classes are given all at the expense of the institution. Practically, 
Norwegians also have to hold meetings in English even if there is only one foreigner present, 
reducing the efficiency of communication. One cannot help but think that it would be 100 times 
more efficient, economical and practical to just hire Norwegians.    

The problem is just that highly skilled young Norwegian nationals are almost as rare as unicorns. In 
the department of the local university with which I am associated, a full 75% of the PhD candidates 
are foreigners. Due to the guaranteed high quality of life delivered by the socialist system, young 
Norwegians simply have no incentive to further their studies since they know that they can make a 
very good living by doing a very average job in a very mediocre manner. Due to the lack of highly 
skilled local workers, the Norwegian government even offers financial rewards for people who can 
lure in skilled workers from abroad. This is very good for all of us immigrants who have been shaped 
in a much more competitive environment and now suddenly gain access to the vast oil-based 
abundance of the Norwegian society, but it cannot be good for the Norwegian people in the long run. 

Indeed, a significant part of the current generation young Norwegian workers will simply not have 
the skills or the work ethic required to take part in the worldwide high-tech efficiency revolution that 
will have to take place around the globe if we are to survive this century. Socialism is costing them 
their competitive edge in the global market and, as the world transitions to high-tech sustainable 
solutions and the oil in the North Sea dries up, they might just find themselves in a very strategically 
unhealthy position. Let's hope they wake up and smell the dwindling oil fumes before it is too late.  



 

214 
 

It is an undeniable fact that Norwegians are living in an oil-based utopia. The large quantity of oil in 
the North Sea and the small Norwegian population has given this small socialist nation a massive 
advantage over the rest of the world. This vast per capita oil wealth allows the Norwegian 
government to spend $41000 per year per citizen – a full four times more than the USA. This implies 
that the average Norwegian gets $30000 per year more from the government than the average 
American – an amount equivalent to the median American income. Wow… no wonder Norway is the 
country with the highest standard of living in the world.  

Fortunately, the Norwegian government has been wise enough to save and invest a significant 
portion of the wealth derived from their oil riches in a large national fund. I also have to commend 
the managers of this fund on an ethical note for some recent divestments from arms and tobacco 
companies. The existence of this fund, which currently stands at a level roughly 3.5 times greater 
than annual Norwegian government expenditures, is very important because the government will be 
able to gradually use this buffer to ease their spoilt population back to reality once the oil dries up. 
Even so, however, people do not like to downgrade and it will be very interesting to see how this 
little story pans out in the future.   

In summary, socialism can only work under very special temporary circumstances such as the case of 
oil-rich Norway. Wherever it is applied, however, it universally hampers production on the societal 
level and encourages mediocrity on the individual level – not exactly the things we need to meet the 
vast challenges that lie ahead. Perhaps one day when we have conducted the vast quantity of 
research and built the massive array of infrastructure needed to grant us a sustainable future, we can 
settle down in a steady-state socialist economy where almost no surplus needs to be generated for 
growth or innovation. That could be fun, but the reality is that such a steady-state society is still 
many decades away.  

Insisting on socialism today is much like insisting on having your dessert before your veggies. It either 
makes you never eat your veggies, negatively affecting your health or, when your mom forces you to 
eat your veggies afterwards, it tastes absolutely terrible. It will be interesting to see how accurately 
this simple metaphor describes Norway a few decades from now.   

6.12 The great cultural shift 
OK, we have finally arrived at the final section of the action plan. Congratulations on getting this far. 
Traditionally, it is at this point in a manuscript where one usually tries to tie things together and draw 
some generic conclusion. So, let's now do just that. 

If I were to try and summarise everything covered thus far, it boils down to this: the human race, the 
billion wealthiest individuals in particular, will have to partake in a total cultural shift, a global social 
revolution if you will, if we are to get through the 21st century unscathed. Cultures are the primary 
controlling factor over the way people see the world and therefore also over the way they act. Thus, 
if we want to change the way that millions of people act, we have to change their culture.  

People can get very touchy if you criticize their culture or just innocently imply that their culture 
needs changing, but to be blatantly honest, the wonderfully diverse mix of cultures around the world 
is quickly being sucked up by one terrible super-culture: consumerism. Well-off people all over the 
world are in the process of being thoroughly Americanized and are rapidly losing their traditional 
ways of eating, interacting, working, commuting and finding purpose in this world. I therefore do not 



 

215 
 

want to criticize or change traditional cultures. In fact, I want to preserve traditional cultures and 
protect them from this deadly virus called consumerism. If we just let this virus spread unchecked, it 
will first destroy our fantastic cultural diversity and then our entire civilization. We cannot let that 
happen.   

This section will therefore briefly summarize the culture of consumerism and also state the polar 
opposite of each consumerist attribute. Please allow this final page of the action plan to mould your 
thoughts and make all of the preceding suggestions just that little bit easier to implement. This 
understanding is the foundation of a sustainable life. We literally have to change the way in which we 
see the world if we are to find the correct way forward. Let's take a look: 

Consumerism Sustainable happiness 
Individuals 

More/bigger is better – more cars, more 
electronic gadgets, bigger houses and bigger 
TVs. Things are bought according to the false 

promises of happiness portrayed by the 
advertising industry.  

Better is better and less is more. Fewer, higher 
quality, long-lived consumables are preferred. 
Things are bought for peace of mind, longevity, 
reliability, simplicity, functionality and 
sustainability.  

Instant pleasure through consumption. Take out 
massive loans to buy massive houses and many 

cars. Increase rates of consumption significantly 
faster than rates of production. Live far beyond 

realistic means.  

Instant pleasure through contribution. Work 
hard and save for a modest house and car. 
Always spend less than is earned, gradually 
increasing this difference with increasing 
income. Live well within realistic means.  

Consumption before investment. Must get 
maximum and instant reward for any 

payment/expense. Gradually reduce true wealth 
to make sure that every last cent is tapped out 

of life.  

Investment before consumption. Find peace in 
financial security and totally forget about 
money. Gradually increase true wealth and take 
pride in leaving a strong financial legacy to the 
next generation.  

Status through stuff. Getting more and bigger 
stuff as quickly as possible is the primary way to 

earn peer-group respect.  

Status through sustainable contribution. Adding 
value to the lives of others and limiting carbon 
and ecological footprints are surefire signs of a 
true champion. 

Work longer hours to earn more money to buy 
more stuff. Use long hours and lots of pressure 

to get things done. Quality does not matter, just 
as long as it gets done.   

Work shorter hours to reduce stress, look after 
health and encourage personal growth. Use a 
fresh, relaxed and inspired mind to get things 
done in high quality and on time.  

Always look out for number one. The world is a 
hostile place out to steal every hard-earned 

penny and cannot be trusted. Individuals must 
be strong and self-centred to survive in this 

world.    

Give unconditionally. The degree of fear and 
distrust in the world today can only be overcome 
through true unconditional contribution. Mutual 
unconditional contribution between individuals 
is a prerequisite for flourishing in this world.   

Consume now, treat the consequences later. 
Obesity and degenerative disease are realities of 

our time that can be treated by diets and 
modern medicine. Everybody has lots of debt 

and the financial troubles it brings. Climate 
change is a hoax and technological advances will 

Consume intelligently to avoid any future crises. 
Obesity and degenerative disease are 90% 
preventable through intelligent lifestyle choices. 
Financial troubles are 100% preventable through 
intelligent lifestyle choices. Climate change and 
food security are serious issues and we all have 
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ensure that we always have enough food.  to contribute in order to minimise the damages.  

Nature is the pretty trees and the wild animals in 
the park or at the zoo. Food comes from 

supermarkets, clothes from the mall, cars from 
the retailer, electricity from the wall socket and 

water from the tap. It will always be that way 
and there is no need to worry about it.  

Nature is what sustains us. Food comes from 
nature, clothes come from nature, cars come 
from nature, electricity comes from nature and 
water comes from nature. If we keep on 
desecrating nature, it will simply stop sustaining 
us and our civilization will die.   

Nations 

GDP growth is the alpha and the omega. GDP 
growth obviously means that people become 

richer and riches obviously mean that people are 
happier.  

HPI growth is the alpha and the omega. GDP 
growth simply means that people spend more 
borrowed money. HPI growth means that people 
live longer, happier and more sustainable lives. 

Spending reduces unemployment. If people (and 
government) take out even more loans to buy 

even more stuff, more stuff needs to be made, 
causing more jobs to be created and more 

people to be employed. 

Excessive spending creates unemployment. 
More debt spending increases the cost of living 
and increases inequality, thereby making more 
people unemployable and causing job losses to 
other nations where lower costs of living allows 
for lower production costs.  

Increasing savings rates are bad for the economy 
because people will be spending less and GDP 

growth will reduce.  

Increasing savings rates are vital in our economy 
because they supply a strong basis of real money 
that can be used to fund further development 
without the need for government to print 
money and cause inflation.  

The economy must grow. If the economy stops 
growing, it will be the end of the world.  

The economy cannot grow past fixed planetary 
boundaries. If the economy keeps on growing, it 
will be the end of the world.  

7 Just imagine… 
OK, we are nearing the end now. There are just two little things left to do, both of which employ a 
good degree of imagination. Firstly, we will do a very rough estimation of what this kind of approach 
can do for the world if it is properly applied. And secondly, we will pay a little visit to a happy future 
society. Sounds like fun, right? Let's go. 

7.1 Ballpark estimate 
Engineers love ballpark estimates – rough calculations meant only to give an indication of whether an 
idea might be worth pursuing in more detail. To be honest, I'm a bit of a ballpark estimate junky. I 
certainly get enough practice with them and can assure you that they are a cardinal tool in deciding 
on the right course of action. The following ballpark estimate will therefore get an indication of 
whether this one in a billion initiative might just be worth pursuing in more detail.  

7.1.1 The idea – part 1 
So, just imagine, hypothetically speaking, that a bunch of us really believe in this idea of healing our 
society and our planet through easy, natural and holistic personal lifestyle changes and decide to 
commercialize it. Let's say we campaign really hard and just at the time when we have perfected the 
information in this work, quantified the potential impact of every single action and unequivocally 
verified the findings, we have managed to raise 1 billion dollars in a global fund that can be used to 



 

217 
 

get this information out into the world. 1 billion dollars might seem like a lot, but when seen in 
perspective, one can realize that it is only 0.067% of the US budget deficit (smaller than the fraction 
of this document taken up by the last two sentences).  

Great, so now we have a nice, round billion dollars. Let's say that the first thing we decide to do is to 
make the most amazing informative documentary of this information that can possibly be imagined. 
We hire the best animators out there, we get the biggest celebrities as narrators and we hire the 
greatest script-writers and producers to make it happen. Spiderman 3 is said to be the most 
expensive film to date at just over 250 million dollars. Let's just say that we blow this record into the 
sky and go for 450 million dollars. The production resulting from that can only be awesome.  

So, once this is done, we translate it into a whole range of languages and begin the marketing 
campaign. We make several super-impressive trailers of this production and pay TV channels around 
the world another 500 million dollars to give it regular advertising airtime in peak viewing hours. All 
of the advertisements give a direct link where the whole documentary can be downloaded 
completely free of charge. We also give it away free of charge to any movie theatre or TV channel 
that would like to air it.  

We decide to invest our last 50 million in print media, setting up a website where all of this 
information can be downloaded in the most user friendly and easy-to-read form imaginable. We go 
through a lot of effort to deliver this information in various formats so that it can be appreciated by 
various population groups; all the way from primary school kids to seasoned academics. We make 
colourful and easy-to-implement checklists with the potential impact of each action clearly illustrated 
and we maintain an open forum where people can give feedback to report successes and to help us 
improve the content.   

Both regular and social media love this and spread the information to every corner of the world until 
every one of the billion has at least heard about it. Then we keep up the marketing pressure until we 
are sure that almost every one of the billion has invested 2 hours to watch our awesome 
documentary. After all of this, we sit back and wait for results.  

7.1.2 The estimate – part 1 
Right, so let's be realistic and say that after all of this effort only 5% of the billion decide to follow 
each of the various steps described in this document, while the remaining 95% finds them 
impractical, illogical or simply to be too much effort. Obviously, some people will find some steps to 
be practical and logical while others will gravitate more towards other steps. Very few people will be 
able to implement each and every step. All in all, the 5% total is probably a representative estimate.  

For the purpose of this exercise, I will assume that the average person earns $26000 per year after 
taxes and has a carbon footprint of 17 tons per year which is divided in three equal five ton parts for 
electricity use, transport and miscellaneous consumption, and another 2 tons for flying. Let's see 
what these numbers give us.  

7.1.2.1 Health 
OK, let's start with the first cornerstone. We will assume that this 5% sets up some healthy 
environments for themselves and cut their sick-days by 50%. Well, in reality you can easily cut your 
sick days to a big fat zero through healthy lifestyle changes, but let's be realistic here and stick to 
50%.  
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These healthier people who now work for 3.5 extra days per year. If we assume that this increases 
their salary in proportion, the world makes an additional 22.8 billion dollars.  

The average $1000 per year health expenses are also cut in half, saving the world another 25 billion 
dollars. In reality, however, this would also result in massive cuts in state health spending which can 
be many times greater than private health spending, but for the sake of conservatism, we will not 
consider this factor.  

7.1.2.2 Finances 
Let's say that the simple 10 word secret to financial independence gets through to 5% of the billion 
and all of them begin saving 10% of their annual incomes. $2600 saved/invested per person per year 
increases the world's savings by a whopping 130 billion dollars.  

7.1.2.3 Mental control 
This one is a bit difficult to estimate, but let's say that the 5% of the population that decides to look 
at this point raises their productivity by 10%. In reality, someone who takes control of his brain can 
easily double his productivity and, if he really gets himself a healthy obsession can see jumps of 
500%, but let's keep things realistic. So, here the world gains another 130 billion dollars.  

7.1.2.4 Consumption patterns 
Right, here we will assume that the 5% of population taking action on this step cuts 10% of their 
miscellaneous carbon emissions by shifting their consumption to fewer, higher quality goods and 
information. We will also assume that they now get 50% of their electricity from home power 
generating devices and 50% less emissions from their electric or hybrid cars. They therefore cut their 
15 ton carbon footprint for these factors down to 9.5 tons, saving 5.5 tons per person. This results in 
a 275 million ton saving for humanity.  

7.1.2.5 Home 
Let's assume here that this 5% move their lives to a home sufficiently close to work so that they can 
get there by some other means than single-person-in-car. Let's say that they used to drive 40 km to 
and from work every day and now manage to cut the emissions that would result from this by half. 
For 200 work days, this results in a total saving of 30 million tons of CO2.  

We will also assume that they now live in a slightly smaller home, cutting their electricity bill by 10% 
and their monthly expenses by 10%. This saves another 25 million tons of CO2 and 130 billion dollars.  

7.1.2.6 Optimized home 
These 5% of people are assumed to cut their electricity bill by 10% through energy saving devices and 
their water usage by 50% by water saving and water harvesting devices. For an average monthly 
electricity bill of $100 and a water bill of $80, the savings amount to 30 billion dollars. CO2 savings 
from the electricity savings amount to 25 million tons and, if it is assumed that each person 
consumes 100000 litres of water at home per year, 2.5 trillion litres are saved.  

7.1.2.7 Groceries 
Here, it also becomes a bit hard to estimate. Savings would be huge if a lot of supermarkets 
transform to home delivery warehouses, but this is unlikely to happen at a 5% consumption change. 
Thus, the only change to be factored in here is a decrease in red meat consumption.  
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Let's say that the 50 million people taking action on this point cut down their 25 kg red meat intake 
by 50%. If this were to happen, the world would consume 625 million kg fewer red meat than before. 
At 35 kg CO2 per kg meat and 15500 l water per kg red meat, we save 21.9 million tons of CO2 and 
9.69 trillion litres of water. 

7.1.2.8 Flying 
This 5% decides to modernize their business environments and reconsider their exotic holidays, 
ultimately flying 50% less than before. This group therefore saves 1 ton of CO2 per person and 50 
million tons in total. 

7.1.2.9 Charity 
Finally, we get 5% of the population to give 1% of their income to a charity for the education of 
women and children, allowing us to raise 13 billion dollars for this noble cause.  

Let's also say that this 5% decide to offset the 15 tons of CO2 by which they are over their sustainable 
limit at $14 per ton, raising 10.5 billion dollars for stuff like renewable energy research and 
reforestation.  

7.1.2.10 Totals 
If we tally all of these numbers up, we see that the world has now improved its 
production/consumption balance by 468 billion dollars, saved 377 million tons of CO2 and 12.2 trillion 
litres of water. In addition, we have raised 13 billion dollars for the education of women and children 
and 10.5 billion for carbon reduction projects.  

So, what does this all mean? Well, the money that is saved or produced by increases in productivity is 
about one third of the budget deficit of the USA and one fifth of the yearly investment in energy 
infrastructure proposed by the IEA. It is not everything, but is certainly a good start. If we weigh this 
against our original budget of 1 billion dollars, we see a return on investment of 46700%. Not too 
shabby, I'd say.  

As for the CO2 emissions, the savings account for about 1.3% of global emissions which is certainly 
significant. But there are other ways of reducing CO2. For example, if we had invested our 1 billion 
dollar budget to build PV solar power plants, we would have installed 1 GW of solar power capacity 
at current large scale installation prices of roughly 1$/W. Solar power plants work at their capacity 
for about 6 hours per day, implying that this amount of solar capacity can deliver 2.19 billion kWh per 
year. If we assume that this capacity now has replaced 2.19 billion kWh of coal generated electricity, 
we save roughly 2.08 million tons of CO2 at a 0.95 kg of CO2 per kWh. Neglecting the carbon 
emissions from the life cycle of the PV panels, this saving is 0.55% of the saving we have achieved 
through lifestyle changes. Such a 5% lifestyle change within the billion is therefore an 18100% better 
investment than direct solar power. Not too shabby either. 

Let's take a look at water. On average, Africa uses 245000 litres per person per year (agriculture 
included), while North America uses 1861000 litres per person. The 12.2 trillion litres of water that 
we saved is enough to supply the full needs of an African country with 50 million inhabitants.  

As for our generous donations, the education charities say that a gift of $50 can buy uniforms, books, 
supplies and pay for school fees for a whole year, implying that our 13 billion dollar gift can give a 
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whopping 260 million girls (and their eventual offspring) the education that they need to break free 
from the grasp of socio-economic hereditability. Wow… 

Our 1 billion dollar investment would also have given a 10.5 billion dollar return on fundraising for 
important carbon mitigation projects, another return on investment close to 1000%. 

So, I suppose it is accurate to say that, if this ballpark estimate is anything to go by, this would have 
been the best billion dollars that the world has ever spent. Even if this ballpark estimate turns out to 
be an entire order of magnitude too optimistic, the returns on investment in several areas would still 
be massive. I'm no stockbroker, but to me this looks like a pretty good investment opportunity.  

But still, these figures are not the primary benefit of this plan. The primary goal here is to bring about 
the crucial mindset shift from consumerism to sustainability that the world so desperately needs if 
we are to have any chance of living happily ever after. Just for argument's sake, let's say that, by 
some divine intervention or something, we manage to build the infrastructure needed to supply 90% 
of our electricity from renewable sources by 2050. But if the world still grows its locust-like 
consumption demands and continues to eat into its dwindling savings, we would have had a global 
food and water crisis long before that time, the economy would have crashed and the majority of the 
world population would be scratching out a living below the poverty line.  

A sustainable living revolution on a global scale is the only possible solution to the fundamental root 
cause of every single one of our global problems: the fact that we so unthinkingly over-consume on 
everything under the sun. We have tried this consumption strategy and we have unequivocally 
proven that it creates a myriad of health, financial and social problems while making us no happier 
whatsoever. I think it is time that we put this brief social experiment behind us and enter a new era. 
If we ignore this blindingly clear empirical evidence and raise another generation of locusts, well, I'm 
sorry to say, but then we are doomed.  

7.1.3 The idea – part 2 
OK, back to positivity again. Let's continue on this fantasy trip and imagine that the world has taken 
notice of the awesome returns on investment that this simple strategy has delivered and, like any 
good businessman, decides to re-invest some of the initial profits into building an even better 
system. The world graciously agrees to give us 10 billion dollars (about 2% of the global 
production/consumption profit calculated above) to try and push this advantage further.   

Right, so now we have a fresh 10 billion dollars. Now just imagine, hypothetically speaking, that we 
hold a brainstorming session and decide to implement a "sustainable living information centre" in 
every major city in the entire world. The world has something like 330 cities with populations greater 
than 1 million people, implying that our remaining 10 billion dollars can give an average of 30 million 
dollars to every city. We scale this budget according to the population of these particular cities and 
put out an advertisement in all of these cities offering a great business opportunity for private 
individuals: a multi-million dollar zero interest business loan for starting up and running a SLIC 
(sustainable living information centre) for three years after which the business should be self-
sufficient if consumers and city authorities see that it definitely adds significant amounts of value to 
their local communities.  
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We explain that the purpose of the SLIC would be to give inhabitants of any major city instant access 
to all the area-specific information they need to go green with the very least amount of effort 
imaginable. The SLIC would make available all the information on local businesses that can install 
renewable energy generating systems and rainwater harvesting systems, offer sustainable 
transportation methods like electric vehicles and e-bikes, offer home insulation services, are certified 
to build passive houses, handle e-waste in a responsible manner, make home food deliveries, offer 
financing for renewable energy investment loans or any other area-specific thing that we can think 
of. It can even offer a service where it hooks up people who can "swop homes" in order to move 
much closer to work in the noble quest for a carless life. These services will remove almost all of the 
hassle currently associated with going green.  

The SLIC will also offer a wide range of other information such as identifying the most 
environmentally friendly and healthiest foodstuffs and other consumables currently available, the 
most environmentally friendly businesses, job vacancies in the local green industry, green market 
business opportunities for entrepreneurs, and all possible information on how to get some regular 
physical exercise in that particular city. This will constantly inform consumers of the most sustainable 
consumption choices so that sustainable consumption becomes as easy as at all possible.  

Finally, the SLIC will collect and publically disseminate a whole range of performance data on the 
particular city within which it is located, the country within which it is located and the entire world. 
These data will indicate, in real time, the progress that we as a billion individuals are making towards 
a sustainable future. This will include things like the HPI, the average carbon footprint, state-
delivered electricity usage, oil usage, green infrastructure sales, red meat intake, average income and 
a breakdown of average expenditures, average consumer loans, average rate of saving/investment, 
current account balance, city council and government budget deficits or surpluses etc. All of this 
information will be centralized and easily accessible to any member of the public. 

7.1.4 The estimate – part 2 
The primary reason for not going green is simply because it is too much effort and if we remove this 
barrier we are guaranteed see very large public action. A SLIC in every major city should do just that. 
So, let's say that this time we ramp the percentage of individuals taking action up to 25%.  

By this time, some very beneficial positive feedback loops would have also begun to kick in. The free 
market would respond with great enthusiasm to exploit this massive new demand for green 
infrastructure and, since a substantial portion of the billion is now saving and investing, a large 
quantity of real capital (not borrowed from future generations) would be available to allow these 
industries to optimize and expand production. It would not be long before buying a solar panel is as 
easy (and even as cheap) as buying McDonald's today. People buy McDonald's purely out of 
convenience (there really is no other possible reason why you would ever eat that stuff) and they will 
buy green infrastructure in similar quantities if it is sufficiently convenient.  

A general increase in the health, wealth and productivity of society would have a massive positive 
effect on our production/consumption ratio and allow us to generate the vast surplus needed to 
revamp our entire world. As we make more and more of the massive up-front investments, we will 
gradually start to feel the benefits in terms of a cleaner and healthier environment and eventual 
reductions in the cost of electricity, allowing us to create even bigger surpluses.  
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Simultaneously, large reductions in red meat intake would significantly reduce the pressure on 
agriculture and reduce prices of other foodstuffs, lowering the cost of living and allowing more 
citizens to start using lots of their time to contribute. Regular donations to the education of girls and 
women would also put a massive brake on the rapid population growth in developing countries and 
lift millions of people out of poverty to a position where they can begin contributing to society.  

Many renewable energy power-stations will be built and much crucial research conducted purely 
from carbon offsets if a substantial portion of the billion starts to pay up. This will speed up the green 
revolution and play a significant role in meeting the substantial future energy needs of our society.  

If our efforts and all of these positive feedbacks manage to get 25% of people to take action, we can 
generate a yearly surplus of 2.34 trillion dollars – enough to reshape the energy sector to meet the 
450 emissions scenario. Carbon offsets can also contribute another 25% to the current renewable 
energy budget. We can also immediately cut global CO2 emissions by 6.3%, making it just so much 
easier to keep CO2 below 450 ppm. Simultaneously, we can raise enough money to educate 1.3 
billion poor girls and women (just about everyone) and save enough water to provide for the needs 
of 250 million Africans. Then the whole world will be covered in flowers, little pink hearts will start 
raining from the sky, our children will play on fluffy white clouds and we will all live happily ever 
after.  

Wow… that was a nice trip to fantasyland. But hey, just try to give me one good reason why doing 
this would be physically impossible. Anyway, the world has done this kind of thing before. Just read 
up a bit on the mobilization of the American workforce during WWII. It is truly amazing what a nation 
can do if it is sufficiently motivated. America (and the rest of the west) seriously needs to be 
mobilized again.  

In the end, the idea that large scale one in a billion lifestyle changes is the only route to a sustainable 
global society will probably go through the standard phases: first it will be ridiculed (by the ignorant 
who believe that our global society is in perfect health and that technology will easily deal with any 
future problems), then it will be violently opposed (by Keynesian governments, oil companies and 
others who are politically or economically biased) and finally it will be accepted as self-evident 
(simply because it is so blatantly obvious that even a blind man can see it). I just really hope that we 
can arrive at the phase of acceptance in time and do not end up in that soul-killing scenario where 
we finally know the truth, but our environmental, economic and social systems are already damaged 
beyond repair. How tragic would that be? 

7.2 The end 
"What the…" You stare open-mouthed at the street that you used to live in. All manner of bicycles, 
some with a soft hum of an electric motor and some with some rather innovative trailers in tow, are 
zipping past on the tarred strip that used to be a standard two lane road in front of your house. It 
seems to have been converted to an 8-lane bicycle highway. One or two cars share the road with the 
bikes, but patiently keep their place in line.   

"You're new here, I assume?" 

You spin around to see a guy leaning over the fence of what used to be your yard. "Yes… No…" Is this 
even your house? It looks completely different. "I don't know," you finally acknowledge. 
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"Things have changed a lot over the past decade," the guy in your yard continues. "You would not 
recognize this place if you last saw it ten years ago." 

"No kidding…" You are still staring at your house. It seems to be split right down the middle by a low 
fence running straight into the front wall, your big front lawn has been replaced by a bunch of 
pebbles with some wildly flowering plants sprouting up at regular intervals and the roof looks like 
one big solar panel. "Interesting garden theme. Looks very nice actually." 

"Thanks," smiles the guy in your yard. "I quite like it – pretty and low maintenance. It automatically 
gets watered by our rainwater harvesting system every week. All I have to do is… well, nothing 
actually." 

"Sounds good," you admit. "Strange that almost no-one does this." 

"No-one?" The guy in your yard looks rather puzzled. "Take a look around you, my friend." 

For the first time you actually notice all of the other houses in your street. Most of them have 
variations on the pebble theme as gardens and all of them have solar panels on the roof. "Wow, 
what's up with all the solar panels?" 

"Yeah, it was the rage some seven or eight years back," smiles the guy in your yard. "Those solar 
salesmen descended on our community like a pack of vultures. They offered complete installation 
and financing. No hassle, no waiting, no worries. We were the first to buy on our street which, in 
retrospect, was perhaps not the smartest move." 

"They ripped you off?" 

"Nah, it's just that if we waited another two or three years the price would have halved and we 
would have saved even more money." 

"Oh." 

"We put some additional panels up just last year so that we can sell more power back to the grid. It's 
a pretty nice little extra income actually." 

"Interesting," you admit. "But tell me; what's up with all of the bikes?" 

"Well, you know, it's just not cool to drive a car any less than 5 km nowadays. People give you funny 
looks and stuff. So now we all have bikes. Personally, I quite like it – keeps me in good shape even 
though I have to sit on my ass in front of the PC the whole day." He smiles. "Don't tell the missus, but 
it's also quite pleasant to stand here over rush hour and look at all the fine ladies cycling home from 
work."  

"Steve!" comes a stern voice from the doorway behind him. "What was that?" 

"I was just saying that I was married to the finest lady in the land, honey!" answers Steve without 
missing a beat. "Whatever you think you heard is nothing but lies and speculation." He leans a bit 
closer and whispers with a smile. "Sometimes I miss that annoying traffic noise from a few years 
back. You really have to watch what you say with all of these quiet electric motors about." Then he 
straightens up again. "Honey! Come and say hello to the stranger I just met out here." 



 

224 
 

A woman who is evidently not very far from being the finest lady in the land emerges from the house 
and offers her hand. "The name's Louise. Pleased to meet you." 

You introduce yourself with a smile. 

"Steve is always going on about all of the beautiful legs on the street nowadays." Louise pokes a 
playful elbow into Steve's midriff. "One would think that now that everyone has a pair of those it 
would wear out on him." 

"I know you still think I married you for your sharp wit and your great singing voice, but in reality I 
married only your legs," retorts Steve. "But you're right. It really is only those few persistent car 
addicts who still have fat and flabby legs nowadays. What do you have those legs for anyway? If you 
don't use them you lose them, right?"   

"Sounds logical," you admit. "But what about those few cars waiting so patiently behind the bicycles? 
Aren’t they going crazy out of frustration?" 

"No, not really." explains Louise. "The car-road is only two minutes away. There they can wiz along at 
100 km/h. No bikes or pedestrians are allowed on there. They have to keep to the railed-off 
sidewalks." 

"So this is a bicycle road then?" 

"Yes, the bikes have right of way and the speed limit is 30 km/h. And if you cross that, you are in big 
trouble," explains Steve. "I quite like that. The kids can bike to school in complete safety without us 
having to worry at all." 

Louise stifles a laugh. "What? From the lecture you give them every morning one would think we are 
sending them out to go and play on the highway." 

"They still have to be careful don't they?" smiles Steve. "But why don't you come in for a cup of tea, 
stranger? I was actually waiting to have a word with my good neighbour Dennis, but it looks like he's 
working late again. He better not miss our poker-night again tomorrow." 

"That will be nice, thanks," you graciously accept the invitation.   

"Dennis enjoys his job, honey," smiles Louise as the pair walks over to the little garden gate. 

"So do I." Steve opens the gate to let you in. "I just like poker more… well, sometimes at least." 

"Where does Dennis live?" you ask. 

"Right there." Louise points to the other half of your house. "This house was split in two a long time 
ago right after the great fall of consumerism. It fits our two families of four quite nicely actually." 

"The great fall of consumerism?" you ask. "Was there a great uprising or something?" 

"No, nothing like that," laughs Louise. "People just realized that buying lots and lots of stuff was not 
making their lives any better and was taking our society to a very unhealthy place. It was quite 
amazing really; what used to be cool the one year was suddenly viewed as totally idiotic the next." 
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"You really think consumerism is idiotic?"  

"Well, I don't really think about it much," admits Louise, "but I can confidently say that I'm happier, 
more relaxed and more productive now than I was before consumerism went out of fashion." 

"Yeah," laughs Steve while ushering you into the house. "Back in the day my life was one big mess of 
stuff and debt. Now I have no excess stuff and more money than I know what to do with." 

"No kidding…" Your house really does have much less stuff than the last time you saw it. It is sparsely 
furnished and actually looks a lot bigger. On first glance it seems reasonably neat, but your keen eye 
quickly picks up the presence of children in the household.  

"You have two kids, right?" you remember.  

"We do," smiles Louise. "Jenny! Come and say hello." 

A cute little girl of probably about 10 or so appears in the room. "Hi."    

"Hi," you greet back. "Which grade are you in now?" 

"Fifth." 

"You like school?" 

"Yes!" Her face lights up. "We learn lots of interesting and funny stuff." 

"I think it's totally unfair," moans Steve. "School is so much more fun nowadays than back when we 
were young. The kids get to play outside almost half of the time and learn all kinds of very useful 
stuff about diet, exercise, money and the environment." He puts on the kettle. "Milk? Sugar?" 

You place your order. "That does sounds like fun, but what about all the other important stuff like 
maths, history, languages and geography."  

"They certainly do lots of math and languages or 'communications skills' as they are known 
nowadays," Steve assures you. "But I think the schools made a very good move to adopt the don't-
teach-them-stuff-they-can-find-on-Wikipedia policy a few years back." 

"We are all very happy with it," confirms Louise. "The emphasis has shifted from feeding them old 
and outdated information to teaching them how to collect, interpret and communicate very current 
and topical information. It really gets their creativity going. What did you learn today, Jenny?"  

Jenny laughs as she hands you your cup of tea. "We learned about how people at the start of the 
century used to drive around in very big cars that used lots of gasoline, were very difficult to drive in 
town and polluted the environment just because they thought it made them look cool." She bursts 
out laughing again. "I think that is very funny." 

"It is pretty funny," you sheepishly admit, instinctively feeling your pocket where the keys to your 
SUV normally reside.  

"We also learned that more than half of the people in rich counties got fat from eating way too much 
red meat," Jenny continues. "They got heart attacks, spent lots of money on diets that did not work 
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and nearly used up all of the world's water to get the red meat." She laughs again. "Those people 
were pretty dumb, right?" 

"They sure were," you admit again, trying your best to pull in your tummy.  

"The old days were really funny." Jenny is on a roll now. "We learned a while ago that all of the 
richest countries could not even pay their own bills and it was left to the poor countries to build most 
of the power stations and stuff that needed to be built. The teacher tried to explain why this 
happened, but I still don't really understand it. The rich countries were actually poor and the poor 
countries were actually rich. That doesn't make sense. Do you understand it?"   

"Um… well, I have never really thought about it in that way," you admit for the third time and 
promptly decide to change the topic. "So, do you have a brother or a sister?" 

"Yes, I have a sister; Mary," answers Jenny. "She's thirteen already." 

"Is Mary here?"  

"No, she's making food for the poor kids." 

"The poor kids?" 

"It's part of a school subject called 'society in perspective'," explains Louise. "The class mixes with 
some poorer children of their own age here in town, are led to prepare a healthy meal together and 
encouraged to talk about their lives." 

"I'm not sure if I like that so much," says Steve. "You never know what one of those kids might get up 
to." 

"You are a good dad, honey," smiles Louise. "But you've been there. You've seen how responsibly 
they organize it. Anyway, it certainly is working. We have to constantly stop our two girls from giving 
all of their savings away to those poorer kids." 

"But most of them don't even have a bicycle, mom," complains Jenny. "Everybody has brand new 
bicycles, but they still have to walk many kilometres to school every day. I just want to help my poor 
friend buy a bicycle." 

"Remember what your teacher says, Jenny," lectures Steve. "You must do well at school so that you 
can get a good job and earn lots of money. Then you can buy bicycles for lots of people." 

"Yes, dad," sighs Jenny, but then she lightens up again. "Can I – I mean you – give my poor friend a 
bicycle for Christmas?" 

"You know the rules, Jenny," smiles Louise. "You have to choose something smaller so that everyone 
can get the same size of gift." 

"That is really unfair." Jenny is immediately down in the dumps again. "All he wants for Christmas is a 
bicycle." 

You decide to cheer her up. "So, what do you want for Christmas?" 
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She looks really surprised at the question. "I don't really know," she finally admits. "We always have a 
very nice dinner with some of the family or the neighbours next door. Then we sing some songs and 
give each other some small gifts – mostly sweets and cookies." 

"How about a new pair of shoes or a dress?" you insist. 

"Why would I want that?" Jenny looks even more surprised than before. "I have enough shoes and 
clothes." 

"You really are not from around here, are you?" laughs Steve. "You sound like a good old consumerist 
from the old days." 

"Ah, those good old days when we were young and stupid," smiles Louise. "I remember that I used to 
think that lots of shoes would make me happy." 

"How can shoes make you happy?" asks Jenny, now looking very puzzled. "We learned in school that 
the most important things that can make us happy are to stay healthy, to be friendly to other people 
and to always keep on learning interesting new stuff. Teacher did not say anything about shoes." 

"That is a good question," admits Louise. "I think we thought that having lots and lots of nice shoes 
and clothes to wear would make other people think we are beautiful and like us more." 

"But mom…" Jenny now looks very confused. "You always say that we become beautiful by how we 
treat other people and how we look after our bodies."  

"That's 100% right, princess." Steve picks up his daughter with a big smile. "And you, Mary and mom 
are the three most beautiful girls I know. It was only the dumb people from the old days who thought 
it was cool to have lots of shoes." 

"Why would people think having lots of shoes is cool?" laughs Jenny as Steve puts her down again. "I 
think it is pretty dumb because there are still lots of people with no shoes." 

"People from the old days just did not think that way, honey," explains Louise. "They were taught to 
only think about themselves and not care so much about other people." 

Jenny's mouth hangs open. "Who on earth would teach people something so stupid?" 

"Well, we were not taught it at school or anything…" There is a pause as Steve looks for the right 
words. "It was just the way in which society was structured; all the advertising, the status linked to 
material things… It sounds stupid now, but we were completely convinced that a lot of strange things 
would make us happy; electronic gadgets, lots of exotic holidays, big houses…" 

"Even bigger than ours?" asks Jenny.  

"Much bigger. With lots of rooms and a large garage." 

"What do you put in the rooms and garage." 

"Lots of furniture and cars." 

"Can lots of furniture and cars in a big house also make you happy?" 
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"No," admits Louise with a sign. "They can only make you broke. But still we used to think, or rather 
hope, that they could make us happy." 

"You know I love you, mom," says Jenny with a frown, "but you were pretty dumb when you were 
young." Then she turns to you with a quizzical expression. "Were you also so dumb when you were 
young?" 

By this stage you had begun feeling a little light headed. "I certainly am… uh, was, I mean. I certainly 
was," you get it out. "Thanks for the tea. I'll unfortunately have to get going now." 

"Oh, leaving so soon?" asks Steve, "Aw well, you probably have more important things to do. Feel 
free to pop back any time though." 

"Thanks." You gingerly get up and make your way to the front door.  

"It was nice to meet you," smiles Jenny. "It's always fun talking to grownups about the old days. The 
old days were really strange." 

"They sure were." You force a smile as you shake hands with Steve and Louise.  

The first thing to hit you as you step outside is the smell and sound of good old gasoline-powered 
traffic. Your yard is yours again with its overgrown lawn and neglected gardens. You look back at your 
house with its many rooms filled with lots of furniture, lots of miscellaneous stuff and very few 
people. As you walk over to your twin garage with your prized Porsche Cayenne and Range Rover, 
the consumer loans you took out to get them seem to suddenly rest very heavily on your shoulders.  

You take out the fast-food parcel you forgot on the passenger seat of the Cayenne, look at it for a 
second and then just put it back. Your appetite is gone. Perhaps the effects of that miracle diet drug 
are finally setting in. Perhaps not. 

Slowly you make your way back into your house. You plop down in front of the TV as per habit and 
tune in to the first available channel. As the meaningless non-information washes over you, your 
mind keeps regurgitating a single question over and over again. 

Why? 
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To the reader of this first draft 

Well, hello again, and congratulations on getting this far. When you finish this sentence, you have 
successfully covered a full 99.55% of the words in this document.   

Now that you know what this project is all about, I would like to share with you the future plan as it 
stands at the moment (this is of course subject to change upon any future information and 
feedback). Basically it is threefold: 

• Confirm the merit of the one in a billion initiative.  
o Screening by experts (you). 
o Distribution to a wider range of concerned citizens perceived to be sufficiently 

concerned to read through such a work in their spare time. These concerned citizens 
will be asked to fill in a questionnaire describing the impact they think this 
information will have on their actions. If this information cannot get people to act, it 
is useless. This must be clinically tested.  

• If the first stage is passed, the second stage is one of confirming, improving and quantifying 
the information provided. 

o Firstly, the technical accuracy of this information will be improved using feedback 
received both from the experts and the concerned citizens as well as through 
additional research efforts.  

o The impact of each and every action step will be quantified as accurately as possible 
as outlined in the initial description of the action plan.  

o A complete and fully referenced scientific thesis will be drafted in order to confirm 
the credibility of this information. The finer detail of how this work will be funded, to 
which university it will be affiliated and who will actually write it remains to be 
decided, but let's wait and see when the time comes.   

o Like any other academic thesis, this one will also be evaluated by various experts in 
order to confirm its technical accuracy.  

• Once this stage is passed, the third stage, that of public dissemination, can be commenced.  
o The ultimate aim should be a completely free, easy to absorb, video production such 

as the one described in our little fantasy trip starting on page 216. 
o In the meantime, we should probably focus on easily digestible print formats such as: 

 Ready-made blog posts with Youtube videos attached. 
 A much shortened version of this document with lots of pretty pictures. 
 Checklists with all the possible action steps, each one quantified as described 

in the action plan starting on page 96.  
o The project should also be recorded in audiobook format.  
o It would also be great if we could start up a Wikipedia-like website where the global 

community has free access to this information and can help to improve upon it.  
o I would also like this work to remain totally free (like freeware software with no ads 

attached) so that people will face absolutely no resistance to passing this around to 
their friends. This is the only way in which this mindset can go viral and help save the 
world.    
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But all of this stuff is still way in the distant future. For now, I would only like your open and honest 
feedback. I really don't want to waste my time chasing any ungrounded fantasies, primarily because 
there is a lot of other stuff I would also like to do with my limited allotment of time. Therefore, if you 
think this idea is not realistic, please say so, backing up your opinion with a well-reasoned argument. 
It will be scientifically and objectively received and considered.  

OK, you are finally done. Once again, thank you very much for your time and your effort.  

Have a good life, 

S 
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