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  Alex, I think of you every day.




  Dedicated to the children and nature we are all part of.




  

    Hechos son amores y no buenas razones
Les actes valent mieux que les belles paroles
[Actions speak louder than words]




    Popular saying




    “Instead of running away from the world, we can find escape by immersing ourselves in it.”




    Dr Anna Lembke


  




  Radical honesty.




  When we are radically honest, without shaming, we gain insights about ourselves and those around us, to better help ourselves and care for one another. It helps manage expectations.




  I don’t pretend to offer a solution, a prescription for how to live or authority, comfort and hope on what lies ahead.




  I only wish to share with you what this 61-year-old overweight, average-height human being has learnt along the way. It’s going to be up to you, dear reader, to deploy your curiosity, critical thinking, imagination and something called “atunement” to make your mind up about how to live in the next decade.




  I have tried to be factual, rather than neutral.




  This is what sports presenter Gary Lineker suggested the BBC should be better at, in an interview about his life where Gaza was discussed: to be factual and provide context rather than offering opinions or opinions on facts. After all, isn’t that the best way to be impartial and neutral?




  Now let’s get started.




  

    Contents




    



	Introduction


	Prologue: Love and Grief


	Chapter 1. The Four Skills for Life in the Next Decade Guides


	Chapter 2. Love, Time, and Consumption


	Chapter 3. Water, Water Use, and Plant-Based Food


	Chapter 4. Money Matters


	Chapter 5. Fast Fashion


	Chapter 6. Energy Everywhere


	Chapter 7. Travel


	Chapter 8. Home Sweet Home


	Chapter 9. Voting and Personal Projects


	Chapter 10. Grassroots Movements: One Million for a Billion


	Chapter 11. Addictions and Hidden Agendas


	Chapter 12. Not a Conclusion


	Endnotes







  


  

    Landmarks


    

      	

        Table of Contents

      


    


  




  Introduction




  I became a writer only recently, at 58, because of the death of my son Alex. One of Alex’s many legacies is that he helped his friends, family and strangers throughout his life. I want to do the same through my writing. Writing helps my grief.




  The death of my son made me realize what was important in life in ways that nothing else can. What happened to my family and me is impossible to articulate, but I still tried, in letters I wrote to Alex, which I published as a book.




  He died due to a rockfall, which was made more likely by global warming.




  Just as a parent who loses a child to cancer, we instinctively want to fight against what killed our children. We don’t want to lose another loved one and we don’t want anybody else to live through what we live through. And we can help because we are so much more conscious of the fragility of life and how it can be saved, nurtured and spent. Love and grief become our rest-of-lives guides.




  My experience is another reason I can write these guides. I see my role as guiding curiosity by asking the right questions and helping find answers. We are all curious about the world, some more than others.




  I am a biologist by training, a real ecologist. While not essential, scientific training can help us understand our world. Ironically, the subject in which I performed worst as a bachelor’s student, I would later make a career out of: pharmacology.




  I worked as a pharmaceuticals and diagnostics executive in the 1980s and 1990s and then as an advisor to large corporations in the 2000s and 2010s, helping them improve their business and financial performance. I later transitioned to sustainability, training corporations on strategies and how to report their efforts.




  My experience means a few important things for my writing.




  I understand the private sector, how it operates, how decisions are made, how corporations strategise to dominate markets, and how ruthless they can be in their pursuit of maximising profits. Corporations often use sustainability as a marketing strategy rather than to reflect on how to be sustainable. I should know. Most of my career in the pharmaceutical industry was spent in marketing. Despite being highly regulated, pharmaceuticals are often unsustainable, overproduced, and overconsumed, mainly due to various marketing and sales practices aimed at maximising profit.




  When it comes to the polycrisis we are facing, it’s essential to understand how corporations strategise, as they are one of the biggest players when it comes to causing it and potentially also resolving it.




  As advisor, I have presented on performance-improving strategies, been in those discussions with top management on “how to improve fact-based decision-making” and helped implement decision-making systems to optimise performance.




  The starting point was always the business model for that organisation. None of the corporations I advised whether in banking, insurance, pharmaceuticals, fine chemicals, oil and gas, oil and gas infrastructure, or glass packaging significantly changed or transformed their business model to be truly sustainable.




  Unsurprisingly, the bigger the transformation required, the less welcome my advice. This was particularly the case for oil and gas, infrastructure and fine chemicals, where my advice was to get out of oil and gas and into renewables and renewables infrastructure. In the case of fine chemicals it was to stop producing new flavours and fragrances and focus on a smaller portfolio of chemicals. For glass packaging it was to focus on the reuse of existing glass bottles in a circular economy, advice that got short thrift.




  Who can blame these companies? They knew what they were doing and they are still making lots of money. The pollution they produce they still get away with not paying for. By further refining their processes, they could significantly increase profits, with assistance from consultants who focus on marginal pollution reduction.




  Two decades later my attention turned to finance and its role in sustainability. A year before Alex’s death in October 2020 I started to work in finance. I was approached by Climate Endowment Group and asked to be their chief impact officer. I accepted because of the importance of finance to scaling up climate solutions and, on the other side, to keep polluting business in business. The more money is invested in climate solutions the less is available to fossil fuels.




  The truth is that trillions of taxpayers’ money are misspent each year to help polluting businesses keep going. In the case of fossil fuels the money is provided either as explicit subsidies ($1.4 trillion) or implicit subsidies, money that society should charge to fossil fuels, for the costs to society of its pollution ($5.6 trillion).[1] The scales are tipped heavily in favour of fossil fuels by about $7 trillion a year.[2] This is why inefficient dirty and harmful industry has such great staying power. Free markets are not free, except as free rides to polluters and their investors, at humanity’s and nature’s existence and expense.




  My job at Climate Endowment was to ensure the investments were green, did not pollute or affect biodiversity and were real climate solutions. As this was a start-up, we would all put in sweat equity[i] and trust Climate Endowment would fly. It did not, and when Alex died a year later, I went on medical leave and started writing. Climate Endowment never really took off because the returns to investors did not exceed the 9.6 per cent, we were offering. We were turned down by an A list of sustainability and impact investors, which included the biggest names in sustainable finance.




  How finance and capitalism contribute to the polycrisis and how it can help solve it is key. This is why we discuss money in all three guides, which are: Personal, Business, Politics and Finance and Grassroots Movements. This book is The Personal Guide.




  So, life circumstances and experience help me write the first two guides to live through the climate, biodiversity and pollution crisis, but what about the third, grassroots movements?




  My son Alex was an activist, also. I went to several climate protest marches with him and his friends. One in Geneva, where we all sat on the main bridge, I will never forget.




  “System change not climate change,” we chanted.




  How do you get system change? History and sociology inform us that you need grassroots movements, whether it’s the suffragettes so that women can vote, civil rights movements so that all humans have equal rights or the “we are the 99 per cent” against economic inequality.




  Frustrated with the pace of change in politics, finance, business, and the changes I proposed to large corporations, I reached out and spent more and more time with activists in France, Switzerland and the UK. I have got to know them.




  Activists are determined and courageous in the face of repression from governments that are defending the indefensible status quo. They love and grieve, show empathy and solidarity with each other and local communities affected by climate change and fossil fuel infrastructure that destroys and pollutes the environment.




  Should we support them? To answer this each of us needs to decide what is important to us. That is why I wrote The Personal Guide first. Good food and water on the table? A forest to walk in? Financial security? Clean air and water? Nearby friends?




  Once we have defined what’s important in our life, we can work out ways to protect it through simple actions we can take in our homes, and decide for ourselves whether we want to take this outside to our communities and beyond.




  Love and grief are the starting point, the journey and the end that will accompany us throughout the three guides. Regardless of our social, political, financial, or cultural status, we all love and grieve.




  The four skills of curiosity, critical thinking, imagination and atunement[ii] that we will describe in Chapter 1 will also be part of our journey. Some of us prefer skills to emotions or vice-versa. Others are equally comfortable with both. Nobody I know is uninterested in either. But if you are uninterested, you can always go straight to the guides and go through them for their content.




  Prologue: Love and Grief




  

    “Grief opens a place in our hearts that we never knew could hurt so profoundly, but it also opens this same place to a love we never imagined possible.”




    Unknown


  




  I never thought deeply about love. I took it for granted – until my 25-year-old son Alex died. And then I realised that life is all about love. The Beatles were right when they sang, “All you need is love”.




  As you read these lines you may already be grieving. As our climate breaks down, the landscapes we live in are changing. The path we used to take in the forest has been covered by a landslide, the house on the riverbank swept away by a flood and the shimmering and darting dragonflies we used to admire have disappeared.




  Grief comes in many shapes and forms. There is grief for a forest that burnt down, a river that dried up, grief over a lost job, a lost pet or a break-up with a partner. There is a parent’s grief, a sibling’s grief and a child’s grief for a lost parent. There is disenfranchised grief and anticipatory grief. We all grieve.




  Grief holds a range of emotions within its grasp, such as sadness, depression, numbness, denial, disbelief, confusion, anxiety, panic, anger and feeling overwhelmed.




  Grieving a lost child is the hardest form of grief. It is not in the order of things. It has become rarer over the decades and centuries, particularly in the Global North, but it will become more common, again, due to the climate, biodiversity and pollution polycrisis.




  

    The Polycrisis




    Poly- prefix from ancient Greek which means “many”.




    We refer to the climate, biodiversity and pollution polycrisis because it’s more accurate and complete. When a car burns petrol or diesel, it causes global warming by releasing carbon dioxide, and there are other pollutants that are also released such as small particles that get into our lungs and affect our health. A warmer planet affects biodiversity (such as coral reefs that are being wiped out), as does road and parking infrastructure for cars that occupies land where there cannot be biodiversity.




    If we focus only on the climate crisis, we miss out on the two other dimensions of the crisis. Switching from petrol cars to electric vehicles does not solve the problems of tyres’ microplastic pollution or the pollution and biodiversity loss caused by road infrastructure. Fewer cars and road infrastructure do. Most cars can be replaced by use of more public transport, car sharing, teleworking, electric bikes, bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure. These solutions together pollute less and cause less biodiversity loss.


  




  The world is not prepared for a tsunami of grief for loved ones. Millions already lose their lives every year from air pollution[3] and the overconsumption of meat and ultra-processed foods.[4] Millions more will lose their lives due to flooding, droughts, heatwaves, landslides, disease and extreme weather events as the climate breaks down.[5]




  We are already in this tsunami of grief. In many ways this book is a guide on how to manage grief so that it does not overwhelm us. It seeks to put as many cards as possible on our side so that others do not have to grieve us. By protecting who and what we love through how we lead our lives, we also contribute to making the tsunami of grief smaller and more manageable. For that we need to understand the things we do that worsen the climate crisis and endanger human life, and to perceive what saves us and our families.




  What can we learn from our grief? First, we must understand how it affects us, who we are grieving and how to manage it so we don’t lose our will to live. We need to understand what happens to us when we grieve and how we can survive grief. It can really be a question of survival for humans, and some animals can die of grief. Understanding how we grieve puts us in a better position to learn.




  My 25-year-old son Alex, who died on 19 October 2021, brought people together, loved and cared for his fellow humans, the mountains and nature he was a part of. He never judged. I have learnt that when you come from a place of love and acceptance instead of judgement and argument it’s easier to help others, as Alex did.




  I have also learnt how important a role love played in my childhood and for my children. I was a stay-at-home dad, for most of my children’s – Alex, Emeline and Nick – childhood and teens. Spending time with my children was so important to me and made me who I am. I was never really interested in a career and was more of an outsider in the different jobs I had.




  I could not save Alex’s life, and I am not as selfless as he was, but I will do everything in my power to save my family’s, my friends and your lives with this book. I am not Mother Theresa either, but I have understood this: my life and that of billions of fellow human beings depends on a small minority of the world’s population.




  Call this minority the one per cent. About 80 million people, whose lifestyles, investments, control of media and what is produced and consumed throughout the world is leading us to extinction, knowingly or not. At the top of the one per cent are those who know: billionaires, captains of harmful and polluting industry, land and real estate moguls, fossil finance and insurance, and neoliberal economists, lawyers and PR firms who defend and tell fairytales about fossil fuels and what replaces fossil fuels. They understand what’s going on, but many of them still think that they can greenwash themselves out of the climate crisis, buy enough land and build deep enough bunkers to survive climate collapse.




  This book is for the 99 per cent, you and me, to set things right, together with those of the one per cent who appreciate that this really is about survival and saving what we can of our beautiful planet. A recent survey found that 89 per cent of of the world’s population want more climate action from their governments.[6] We just don’t realize we are that many.




  I must write this book because of the increasingly deadly warmth, pollution and vanishing nature of our planet. It’s what could have killed Alex and is killing millions of humans and billions of animals and plants. It’s what needs to be stopped. Perhaps more love, compassion, care and grief for us and the nature we are a part of will help save us?




  After Alex’s death I felt this overpowering need to express my love for him in a letter and poems I wrote to him. Because he helped others in his short life and was an activist also, I wrote a letter I thought would help others face pain. This pain we all have.




  My pain is for a lost son, for those who will needlessly die and for vanishing nature. I face my pain every day; I have no choice but to. Everybody’s pain is different, and everyone should be able to choose how to face their pain.




  I love; we all do. I love all that we can still save: human lives and life on Earth. I don’t want anyone to have to go through what I live every day.




  That’s the mission for me. To help face the pain and live in such a way that we don’t hurt, harm or cause pain in others. And to focus on love and being loved.




  Since Alex’s death I feel things more intensely; my senses are heightened. I am more sensitive when I read about needless death and destruction. I am anxious. I can’t turn off the fight or flight response that constantly gnaws at my nerve endings. My feeling of living an emergency that practically everybody seems to be ignoring can be overwhelming. So is my sadness. But so is my determination to save lives and to write the best guides I can on the emergency we face.




  It’s too late to save my son’s life, but it’s not too late to save countless others’ and what’s left of Earth’s beautiful tapestry.




  Chapter 1




  The Four Skills for Life in the Next Decade Guides




  Who and what we love tells us what’s important to us. That’s what our life can be about, what we want to protect.




  In my case it’s my family, a stable climate, nature we can enjoy, the arts, being able to ski and bike, the mountains and the ocean, clean air and water, delicious vegan food, spending time in France and Spain, and writing.




  I love quiet places with views and the sound of nature and running water. I love good friends who are empathetic, compassionate and with whom I can laugh with again. I also love producing electricity using solar panels, which I can use for our heat pump.




  Being with people who are taking climate action, who raise the alarm and act on injustice, I love too. They act out of love and grief.




  The Guides




  The Four Skills for Life in the Next Decade series consists of three interlinked guides because there are three levels to navigating the polycrisis. The first is at a personal level. Depending on your interest you may want to read all three or just the personal one you are reading now.




  The guides are roughly ordered in terms of time and increasing levels of engagement.




  

    	
Personal: Define what you cherish and want to protect using love as your guide. Decide on what’s important in the life you want to live. Which lifestyle is best? What food, home, and travel plans do you cherish? How do you keep safe? Are you part of and enjoy nature? Are you financially secure?





    	
Business, Politics and Finance 



    Business: Which businesses are harmful to you and your loved ones? Which are not? How can our personal choices influence business? What are other ways we can influence business to protect what we value?




    Politics: Governments and all those in public service have an important role in protecting humans, the environment and nature we depend on. They set the rules which business and finance need to play by and respect. How can we influence politics?




    Finance: All harmful business needs capital, lawyers, insurance, financing, public relations and managers. How can we affect the business support system so what we want protected really is?






    	
Grassroots movements: There are many movements and coalitions of movements, some very small, others with hundreds, even thousands, of activists with a majority of, and often led by, women. Should you support a grassroots movement? How do you know which to support? And how can we support them to support our goals?



  




  The Skills




  Like a compass without a map, a route we choose to follow without some essential skills is of little use. To choose our path forward we need four skills that exist in all of us. We will use these skills in all the guides:




  

    	
Curiosity about the world around us, how it works and how it is changing.





    	
Our critical thinking helps us discard routes that are dead ends or bridges to nowhere.





    	
Without imagination we are equally lost, as we have no compass. Imagination is necessary to think about a different world and how we can change. It’s about being creative in finding solutions.





    	
The last skill and perhaps the most important is atunement. It starts with yourself and radiates socially and environmentally. It’s being truly compassionate and in harmony with nature. It’s giving permission to express and accept others’ emotions and being radically honest. It’s how much we feel in tune with our values, society, the environment and the nature we are part of, in addition to being attuned to each other.



  




  Guide 1: How to Change the World Without Leaving Your Couch The Personal Guide




  How we lead our lives is the key to unlocking a better future for ourselves, our families and the nature we are part of. That’s why The Personal Guide is first. There are two human emotions that are key to our future: love and grief.




  Understanding how we love, what we want to protect and how we grieve provides an invaluable compass as we navigate multiple crises.




  The news can be overwhelming. Wars, genocide, death and destruction, people forced to flee from droughts and floods, pollution everywhere, disappearing nature, cancer, inequality, famines, obesity and poverty. The problems seem endless. They impair our health, both mental and physical. How and what can we do about these problems, our health and that of our family?




  These problems are interlinked and often have one root cause: the production and burning of fossil fuels (coal, natural gas and oil), for example in their use in the production and subsequent use of chemicals, plastics, fertilisers, and pesticides.




  Overproduction and overconsumption, particularly of harmful products, such as tobacco and vaping, meat and dairy, cars, fast fashion, weapons, mansions, yachts and private jets, are an important part of the problem, too.




  It is not just about fossil fuels; consumerism is also the problem.




  Leaving fossil fuels in the ground and reducing the overproduction of what harms us solves multiple problems. We improve our physical and mental health for the next years. We will explore these solutions in The Personal Guide and the changes we can make in our daily lives to help with this.




  Guide 2: Business, Politics and Finance




  In this guide, by using our curiosity and critical thinking, we seek to understand why a polluting business harmful to our health behaves the way it does. We can then relate the impact of the polluting industry to what we defined in The Personal Guide about what we want to protect (whether it’s clean air, water, nature or our families from the threat of cancer or extreme weather).




  Business




  To do this, understanding a company’s business model is key as it’s how companies make money. For Google it’s selling advertising, for Luis Vuitton it’s status and for fossil fuels such as coal, gas and oil, it’s fuels that once consumed need to be replaced, hence the importance of how big their reserves are. Fossil fuels have a different business model to renewable energy (solar, wind and hydro). When you sell a solar panel to a customer, you are selling an energy source that produces energy over decades, not a consumable fuel that produces energy only once.




  If the business model is to sell the fuels being explored for, extracted, refined, and shipped using pipelines and tankers to deliver to customers, it’s easier to optimize those processes than to change business models. This is why the oil and gas industry talks so much about selling hydrogen; it’s another fuel (95 per cent of which comes from fossil fuels).[7] It’s also why oil and gas talks about stopping methane leaks and using renewable energy for extraction. It’s about process optimization. And there is a vast consulting industry to help with that optimization and make it look sustainable. I should know; I was part of that sustainability consulting industry for years.




  Another key factor to be curious about: how producers concentrate power and money. For example, two-thirds of all fossil fuel and cement emissions worldwide from 1750 through 2023 can be traced to just 181 entities, and one-third of emissions ultimately originate from 26 companies.[8]




  We need to be curious about the tactics and strategies polluting industry uses to extend and protect its franchise to our health’s detriment.




  

    	Why did BP invent the personal carbon footprint calculator?




    	Why does Coca-Cola talk about consumer choice when discussing plastic waste?




    	Why do fossil fuels talk so much about (and we hear about this in the media) carbon capture and storage and hydrogen?




    	Why does the meat and dairy industry not want plant-based foods to use the same names as steak, sausage, milk, etc.?




    	Why do we hear so much about how electric vehicles and heat pumps don’t work in the cold? (They do.) Or that wind turbines kill birds? (They do in small numbers, but up to 2,000 times less than cats.) About the human rights violations of mineral extraction for batteries but not for coal, natural gas and oil?


  




  Other important areas to be curious about include how media reports on the economy, business, and the climate, biodiversity and pollution polycrisis. And how polluting industry uses PR firms, lobbyists and influencers.




  Once we understand the business model, the concentration of power in a small number of producers and how they wield it to influence society, we can imagine and be atuned to a pollution-free world and what it would take.




  We can do this for different harmful and polluting industries. Across different polluting industries, thanks to our curiosity and critical thinking, we can imagine another future without pollution and consider our atunement to such a future.




  Politics




  Politicians have tremendous sway over our lives as well as over business and finance. They set the rules by which we live, from what we eat to how our homes are built. Elected officials and public servants also define the rules by which businesses operate, how much business is allowed to pollute, what they can produce and how they can finance themselves. Banks too must follow rules on how much money they need to keep in case their investments and loans go bust. The rule of law means society and business follow the same rules and need to respect laws, human and nature’s rights.




  Business and finance can and do exert tremendous influence on these rules and laws, even before they come into force, and, once in force, how they can be quashed (a process known as deregulation or “simplification”, as simplification sounds more harmless). Sometimes the laws and rules we live by are drafted by lobbyists, sometimes with the same spelling and grammatical mistakes found out by diligent NGOs.




  Finance




  Big polluting industries are largely concentrated in a few multinational corporations (and national companies for fossil fuels), which wield tremendous power. But all corporations need a backbone of at least five vertebrae to operate: finance (capital, loans and bonds), lawyers, insurance, and managers. Another route, in addition to engaging directly with, for example oil and gas, is to engage with its backbone.




  

    Business and polluting business need a backbone with at least five vertebrae to run their business and deploy a business model.




    

      	
Shareholders: US Asset managers Vanguard, BlackRock, Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund US State Street, and Capital Group hold and manage $1.6 trillion in fossil fuel companies (over 30 per cent of fossil fuel assets).[9]





      	
Lawyers: Examples like A&O Shearman make billions in fees from $187 billion in fossil fuel transactions.[10]





      	
Insurance: For example, Allianz made $925 million in fees[11] insuring fossil fuel infrastructure and held $26 billion in fossil fuels stocks and bonds.[12]





      	
Money: Banks provided $705 billion in loans and underwriting in 2023 to fossil fuels[13] and $7 trillion over seven years.[14]





      	
Executives: One hundred CEOs head fossil fuel companies responsible for 70.6 per cent of global greenhouse gases emissions since 1988.[15]



    


  




  Thanks to our curiosity we can discover who is responsible for supporting polluting industries like oil and gas. Our critical thinking makes us understand that without money, insurance or lawyers, oil and gas would have no choice but to get out of oil and gas.




  Can we imagine what a world without private jets, luxury yachts, heating oil, and natural gas for electricity generation would look like? How in tune are we to this vision of the future? And how can we influence the insurance companies, banks and pensions to not fund, and insure oil and gas and lawyers to not make money from polluters?




  Guide 3: Grassroots Movements




  Why grassroots? A grassroots movement is bottom up, self-organized and defends communities’ interests. Grassroots are the opposite of all that has failed, such as national governments, big banks and transnational corporations, in tackling the polycrisis. As they are local, grassroots movements are eminently reachable and easy to get involved with.




  If we are curious about grassroots movements, we will find out more about them. Who are they? What are their goals? How are my personal goals to protect what I cherish most (see The Personal Guide) met by the grassroots movement I want to join or support?
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