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This book is for people who want to make a difference. It’s for creatives, campaigners, activists, artivists, craftivists, community organizers, movement builders, changemakers and anyone wanting to earn a living while changing the world for the better. If you’ve got a campaign that needs funding, or a desire to give up your day job and do something more meaningful, or if you dream of running your own social enterprise, charity or purpose-led business, this book is for you. It’s also the story of how I – an unqualified, inexperienced campaigner – ended up starting and running a not-for-profit campaigning organization and making a success of it. I founded City to Sea in 2015; we now have a team of around 20 salaried staff and a turnover of about £1 million ($1.3 million) a year. We’re doing good and getting paid … and although we’ve done our fair share of making it up as we go along, as well as failing and (sometimes) learning from our mistakes, we’ve also done lots of things right.


These days I’m asked, ‘How did you transition from a paid career in television to starting up your own thing?’ a lot, by all kinds of different people. And that’s really what I’ve set out to answer in this book. As well as sharing anecdotes and learnings from my hotchpotch career path, I’ll be sharing the practical steps we took at City to Sea, explaining the magic and methodology we’ve applied in the hope that you can achieve your mission to Do Good and Get Paid. I’ll also be sharing stories from other founders, campaigners and creatives to inspire you along the way. From Sabia Wade, the Black Doula, a radical reproductive justice innovator from the USA, to Danny Renton at Seawilding, a project set up to rewild the remote lochs of Scotland, you’ll encounter some of the trailblazers I’ve met, studied or worked with over the past few years, who I’m excited to introduce you to.


The tools and techniques in this book helped me to go from being a single mum on benefits with no savings and little clue about what to do with my life, to setting up a multi-award-winning not-for-profit organization, paying myself and my team and stopping hundreds of tonnes of plastic from getting into our oceans every year, while becoming an author and speaker and raising my son. I acknowledge that, despite being raised by working-class parents, I’m middle class and semi-educated (dropping out of university was a choice; more on that later) and have been afforded many privileges by being a white, able-bodied woman. I hope this sharing of my experience of building an organization, in an accessible way, will go some way to mobilize my own privilege and help anyone who wants to make a difference do just that, while earning a living. So, to all the people who’ve reached out and asked me how it’s done, this is for you. I hope it helps you make a difference to the part of the world within your reach … and get paid doing it!


So, what about you? Amazing, passionate, want-to-make-the-world-a-better-place you! Have you got a burning idea that you want to get off the ground and just need to get this thing funded? Or are you feeling tired and overwhelmed at the scale of environmental and social injustice in the world and can’t work out where to focus? Perhaps you’re fresh out of college and scoping out your options for becoming a changemaker. Maybe you already are one. Whatever the case, I hope you’ll find some genuinely helpful ideas and inspiration in these pages. We’ll be getting into the nuts and bolts of how to build your own thing – whether that’s a one-off, kick-ass campaign or a multimillion-dollar operation of planetary healing. And we’ll be making sure you’ve got the right foundations on which to thrive as you go, because burnout is nobody’s friend. (We’ll also look at what to do if that happens to you.)


My wish is simply that this book serves as a guide to help you find or create work that’s in line with your passion and values and rewards you financially along the way. You’re invited to take what you like from it and leave the rest. Dip into it when you need to remind yourself of something, or pass it to a friend who needs some advice. Apply the bits you need, file the parts you don’t, and do the next one thing. That’s all you ever need to do.


We’re living through an extraordinary time on Planet Earth


Why the need to ‘do good’?


We’re living through an extraordinary time on Planet Earth. Gen Z are the first generation to have to face the possibility of the world becoming uninhabitable in their lifetime owing to the climate and ecological emergency. My son’s friends talk about choosing not to have kids because, in their words, ‘The planet’s f***ed, the system’s f***ed, we’re all f***ed.’ We’re witnessing a rise of the far right around the world, an unprecedented transfer of wealth and power into the hands of unelected scientific elites (technocracy instead of democracy), and we’re still seeing the subjugation of Black, Brown and Indigenous people, and People of Colour, both in ‘developed’ countries (how developed those of us living in developed countries actually are is a not-enough-contested point) and in the majority world. Despite knowing that in order to thrive, we need healthy ecosystems – reciprocal relationships between people and planet – we’re still doing a mighty fine job of destroying them. But we’re close to something else. Out of the apparent brokenness of our world, green shoots are emerging. Words such as ‘regeneration’, ‘restoration’ and ‘reparation’ are finding their way into the vernacular. Those tender shoots, mostly (and appropriately) arising from grassroots initiatives, are multiplying, connecting and collaborating like underground mycelium networks, sharing ideas, information and resources. Big companies are doing it too, although inevitably they’re conflicted. Still driven by the (perceived) need to increase profits, huge corporations (with the exception of a few CEOs and shareholders with psychopathic tendencies1) are populated by human beings who also want to do good. So we’re seeing some phenomenally talented Corporate and Social Responsibility (CSR) teams driving incredibly impactful sustainability initiatives. But powerful shareholders and industry lobbyists aren’t going away any time soon, so here’s to the people on the inside genuinely doing the work to make their company do more good than bad.


Out of the apparent brokenness of our world, green shoots are emerging


Our governments are still dragging their heels when it comes to genuine social and environmental justice, and generally making changes only when there’s a financial incentive. Often bribed, lobbied and threatened by big business, most governments around the world are still putting economic progress (which all too often means personal progress for those in power) before a fair and just system that prioritizes people and planet alongside profit. And then there’s the seemingly impenetrable, unhealthy relationships between our governments, mass media, big pharma and big business that keep us – the everyday citizens who just want to be able to trust that the world’s systems are there to look after us and our planet – locked out of any real decision-making or systemic change.


We have to reverse the destruction of our ecosystems, ideally within the next decade or two, but it won’t happen unless we simultaneously address the inequality and injustice that prevent it from happening. Whether your interest lies in building resilient, connected and thriving neighbourhoods, engaging politicians or creating a piece of theatre that transcends divides, now is the time to light a rocket under your arse and make it happen, spectacularly. This book can help, so strike the match and get ready to fly.


What is ‘doing good’, anyway?


Generally speaking, polarizations aren’t helpful. You could be working for an oil company as the person who’s banging the drum and pushing for the transition away from fossil fuels and educating your team while secretly microdosing the CEO so that they have an epiphany and stop extractive activities. Is that good or bad? (OK, I went a bit far there, possibly beyond good or bad and into legal/illegal territory.) Or what if you’re working for an NGO supporting refugees but the organization won’t collaborate with others and is blocking real progress? Good or bad?


My intention in this book isn’t to judge anything as better or worse than. Doing good is ultimately a personal, quiet and often private matter. Unless you speak it out loud, no one else knows why you’re doing what you’re doing (and it’s none of their business). You might have a job as a cleaner (as I did about 15 years ago, when my son was little), and through the way you show up, the care you take, the mindfulness you practise, maybe even the eco cleaning products you encourage your clients to switch to, you’re doing good by yourself, your employee and the planet. Or you could be working for Amazon in the sustainability department, and by turning one dial to the left a notch you’ve stopped 600 squillion tonnes of plastic packaging. So don’t worry what anyone else thinks: doing good is about doing the right thing by you, your people and your planet. And only you can know if your work in the world is aligned with those three things.


But isn’t money the root of all evil?


Money itself isn’t a problem, but our relationship with it can be. If we’re driven by an insatiable need for more no matter how much we have in the bank, then yes, it’s a problem. God knows there are enough billionaires in the world who are still hungry for more. But if we’re aiming to have enough – to feed ourselves and our family healthy, fresh food; to pay our taxes; to afford whatever healthcare we need; to travel to where we need to be, when we need to be there; and to live in warm, sustainable homes – then money is simply the means to making it happen. Any more is a bonus (yay!) and can be invested into your mission to do good in the world and to uplift others.


Someone once suggested that my organization was profiteering out of plastic pollution, as though it was a bad thing to pay myself and my team for our campaign work. Go figure. I asked them if they’d be happier if I were making a living working for Coca-Cola, Nestlé or any of the world’s top plastic polluters, which actually do profit financially from having their products triple-shrink-wrapped in fossil fuels. At which point they looked suitably uncomfortable and walked off. People may judge you for doing good and getting paid, especially if you’re successful. But a) you can ignore them and b) you can challenge the perception that activists and organizers should survive on the goodwill of others and stay under-resourced while they burn themselves to the ground trying to change the world for the better. People who are doing good, and potentially saving countless lives – human, animal and insect – deserve to be well fed, well rested and well rewarded.


People may judge you for doing good and getting paid, especially if you’re successful


How much is enough?


Obviously, clarity is needed about how much money is enough. Our beloved planet has its limits and we must ensure that whatever we’re creating and consuming has a net positive effect on its resources, meaning that the way we operate must be regenerative, not just sustainable.


We can’t all live in a mansion with acres of land, travelling around the world to our second, third or fourth homes in our private jets or luxury electric cars. Given that we need to have at least 30 per cent of the planet in its wild state – which includes ensuring the right of Indigenous people to remain in those areas – for it to sustain the biosphere, the planet just hasn’t enough space or precious metals for that to happen. Thankfully, not everyone aspires to that lifestyle, but actually, everyone deserves access to the luxuries only the super-rich can afford.


The environmental journalist George Monbiot calls this notion ‘private sufficiency and public luxury’. He writes, ‘The expansion of public wealth creates more space for everyone; the expansion of private wealth reduces it, eventually damaging most people’s quality of life … the primary task of all far-sighted politicians should be to decide first how much we can use, then how it can best be shared.’2 He goes on to explain how decisions should be made by the citizenry so as to effect this – not by the handful of rich individuals who seem to be able to decide what is owned, rented or plundered. So let’s see if we can get a sense check on the money part, given this is a book about earning a living doing good.


… the way we operate must be regenerative, not just sustainable


According to the Office for National Statistics, the national median annual salary in the UK in 2020 was £31,461 ($41,300); in America, calculated by the US Census Bureau, it was $35,977 (£27,412). In the UK, in order to pay rent on a small flat or studio, eat reasonably well and go on one holiday annually, it’s generally thought that you need about £2,000 ($2,625) per month after tax (a living wage of around £30,000/$39,375), although that varies massively according to which city you’re living in. For a family of four, the figure is around £40,000 ($52,500) for the household.3


In the USA, the living wage (as opposed to minimum wage) varies by state. In most states it’s estimated that a person or household needs $60,000–70,000 (£45,000–53,000), but California, for example, comes in higher at about $99,000 (£75,500), according to figures for 2020 published by GOBankingRates.4


So that’s covering the basics. But what do studies say we need to earn in order to be happy? Based on a surveyed sample of more than 1.7 million people in 164 countries, research from Purdue University in 2018 found that a yearly income of between $60,000 and $75,000 (£43,600–£56,300) led to ‘emotional well-being’, whereas a higher annual pay of $95,000 (£74,500) would lead to what the authors of the study called ‘life satisfaction’5. Interestingly, the study also found that once the magic ‘happy threshold’ was reached, further increase in income tended to be associated with reduced life satisfaction and well-being.




A study from 2020, by the UK savings service provider Raisin, may give us a more rounded perspective. Analysing data from the Office for National Statistics personal well-being reports and the Happy Planet Index (which tells us how well nations are doing at achieving long, happy, sustainable lives), the study found that the average salary of the top ten happiest countries in the world is over £64,000 ($84,000).6 But going by the Happy Planet Index alone, Costa Rica comes in at number one; people there live longer and have greater well-being than the residents of many rich nations, including the USA and the UK. All this is achieved with a per capita ecological footprint one-third the size of the USA’s. Costa Rica is a success story whereby the government has allocated large amounts of public funding to education, health and pensions, coupled with a strong policy of environmental protection – 99 per cent of its energy is from renewable sources. And what was a typical Costa Rican earning in 2021? About 13,530 Costa Rican colons (£16,000/$22,000).7 Evidently, where you’re born or – if you have the privilege – where you choose to live can make all the difference.


Assuming we can’t all move to Costa Rica (we can’t; it’s not big enough), this should give you an idea of the income you might aspire to for your survival and thrival. But just because the scientists say money can buy you happiness, that doesn’t mean you can’t be wildly happy living off-grid in the woods. Just make sure you have enough resources to deal with the local rodents. More on that later.


Doing good and getting paid


Let’s assume you want to pay yourself enough to live well and help others. As we’ve seen, there’s no golden rule for this, apart from being crystal clear about what you yourself need to earn in order to do your best work. In ‘How You Can Do It’ (see here) I’ll take you through the steps you might want to take to get your campaign, project or new business off the ground. But first it might help you to read how I did it. As well as my own founder’s journey, I want to share some of my career experiences before I set up City to Sea. This is primarily to give those of you who don’t yet know what you want to do, or who are thinking it’s too late to switch things up, a sense that you might need to try a load of options before you find your thing. And that sometimes, all those bits of experience you acquire along the way are preparing you for work that’s more you, even if you don’t know it at the time.


I hope my story will inspire you to begin, carry on or start again, and to trust in your power to change the world in whatever way you feel called to. Or just to realize that your career can be a complete shit-show and you still might, eventually, find your way to doing something you love and are good at.
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THE HEADHUNTER


3 YEARS





I’ve often used the term ‘coyote trail’ to describe my career path. I’ll start at the beginning, because people seem to like the fact that an environmental activist began her working life at McDonalds. I won’t dwell on it, other than to say that it funded all the things your average 16/17-year-old liked to get up to in the mid-1990s; showed me how incredibly diverse humans are (except when they’re drunk, when they all act the same); and taught me how much power there is in a smile, both given and received.


At the tender age of 18 I dropped out of university after just six weeks, feeling uninspired by the course, unsure about what I wanted to do with my life and smoking far too much weed to make sensible decisions about my career. Within a few weeks I had a job as an office temp, getting some admin and ‘real-world’ experience, as people liked to call it. Mostly I remember wearing new office outfits made of polyester, discovering how cheap, tight-fitting trousers made my crotch smell by the end of the day (important life lesson) and learning to file things … yes, we still had filing cabinets back then. A few months later I went for an interview at an IT recruitment company. I remember borrowing my mum’s suit, shoes and necktie and feeling like a total twat when I walked in. Happily, though, I got the job, and began an office career as a junior recruitment consultant.


To say the IT recruitment industry was booming at the end of the 1990s is an understatement – it was exploding. I found out that my natural passion for meeting new people and building relationships with them meant I was quite good at sales. I went from a starting salary of around £16,000 (about $27,000 at the time) as a junior recruitment consultant to earning £60,000 ($90,000) as a headhunter in under three years, thanks to some great managers and the dawn of the internet. It was a fast-track introduction to the world of business, human resources, sales and fat pay cheques. Yet despite the material success, it didn’t take long for me to become disillusioned with the lack of meaning and purpose. Was I really on the planet to commute for three hours a day, work for ten, and party or sleep away the rest? If I’d already achieved the things that were supposed to make you happy (a house, a nice car, a good job), why wasn’t I happy? Why did I feel empty and unfulfilled? I had a sense that something was gnawing at my conscience, telling me that this life I was living wasn’t good for me … or the planet.


Being young and impulsive, I decided the corporate lifestyle wasn’t compatible with my ethical and spiritual yearnings, so, in 2000, aged 22, I quit my job, sold my house, made £15,000 ($23,000) profit, left my boyfriend and bought a ticket to South America, thinking I should plant a few trees and help to save the rainforest. Or find a shaman. Or something. Note to readers: If ever you find yourself earning lots of money at a young age and decide to give it all up to do something more meaningful, please seek financial advice first. And then act on it. I mean, no regrets and all, but why didn’t someone tell me not to sell my house? To be fair, they may have done, but I obviously didn’t listen.




SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE ACQUIRED:


✔ Administration


✔ Sales


✔ Networking


✔ Understanding the power of good management


✔ Understanding the power of natural fibres to keep you smelling sweet at the end of the day


✔ CRM (Customer Relationship Management) software









THE ECO VOLUNTEER


1 YEAR





My year spent in Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia was – as I’d hoped – enlightening and transformational. I became fluent in Spanish, learned basic Quechua and spent a lot of time hanging out with and learning from Indigenous families in remote locations from the Amazon to the Andes. I saw at first hand the devastating effects on their communities of mining, extraction and deforestation. I ended up getting tear-gassed in La Paz during the water riots of 2000, and spent time with people and healers who were deeply connected to nature and the cosmos. My reverence for the planet and the people living in harmony with her deepened dramatically, and my former life as a recruitment consultant quickly faded away. I linked up with a local Indigenous activist group and, after living with them for three months towards the end of my stay, decided to come back to the UK and raise funds for them.


My first foray into setting up a charity didn’t go well. I was enamoured of a loveable Irish eco idealist whom I’d met in Ecuador, and together we planned a fundraising event in his home town in southwestern Ireland. I decided to spend some of the proceeds from the sale of my house buying local craft products from the communities we wanted to support in Peru and Bolivia, and sell the products in Ireland and at festivals in the UK that summer. I reckoned that ‘sleep pillows’, small, brightly coloured cushions filled with medicinal herbs, would surely be a bestseller at events. I hadn’t considered what UK Customs & Excise would think of my idea. I remember driving five hours to a customs clearance centre to explain what these 500 or so pouches of ‘medicinal herbs’ from Bolivia really were. Obviously no one believed me, and they had to check it wasn’t coca leaves or weed. Anyway, a week later my precious stock was released for me to unleash on the festivalgoers and make sure they all got a great night’s sleep.


We called our festival ‘DEAF’, which, despite being a really bad name for a music festival, we thought was very cool, as it stood for the Dingle Earth Awareness Festival. Not our finest hour. We booked some great bands, people came and paid money, then I gave them all food poisoning – performers and punters – by feeding them mussels that volunteers (not chefs) had prepared. It was like a scene out of a comedy movie, with people puking all over the place. I went back to my caravan, projecting liquids from almost every orifice (I was crying by that point too), then miraculously recovered, went back to the festival, jumped on stage and compered the night away to a semi-conscious crowd. I have no idea how we weren’t sued. But anyway, we raised about £2,000 for our friends back in Peru, and I left it at that. I didn’t think organizing festivals was for me.


My first foray into setting up a charity didn’t go well




SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE ACQUIRED:


✔ Fundraising


✔ Event insurance (for next time)


✔ Importing


✔ Stock-taking (badly)


✔ How not to cook mussels









THE PERMACULTURALIST


1 YEAR





I left Ireland, along with the soon-to-be-ex boyfriend and an unextinguished (despite the copious amounts of rain) resolve to help the planet. Next up: a Permaculture Design Course (PDC) with two of my best friends. I still had some savings left, so I paid for the three of us to do the course. Note to readers: Again, if ever you find yourself with savings, please seek financial advice before generously blowing them.


Permaculture (‘permanent agriculture’) is a way of designing using nature’s principles as a model. It’s an ecologically sound way of living in households, gardens, communities and businesses – and I found the perfect place to do it. If you’ve never heard of the Findhorn Foundation, let me fill you in. In the 1970s Peter and Eileen Caddy received guidance from nature spirits telling them to move to this remote peninsula in the northeast of Scotland, next to an army base, and start growing vegetables in the sand dunes. They heeded this, of course (why wouldn’t you?), and within a couple of years, with the help of the plant devas (aka nature spirits), they were growing prize-winning, newspaper-headline-worthy giant vegetables. Findhorn is now a thriving example of a world-leading eco-village with nature-based spirituality baked into its ethos.


From Findhorn, PDC certificates tucked under our arms, the three amigas headed south to the bleak but beautiful hills of Hampshire, to put our new skills into practice at the recently established Sustainability Centre in East Meon. Our remit was to build a permaculture garden in return for living in the woods and using the facilities (a converted army base) during the day. Pasci, the most feral of the three of us, was adept at outdoor living, so we put up her bender (a geodesic dome made of hazel, with a canvas cover) next to a clearing in the woods, built a composting toilet and moved in. In October. In England.


We realized we were going to have problems building the permaculture garden on day one, when we found out management wanted it to be built on the old car park. Not on that nice earthy, lawny bit of ground close by, but here, on six feet of concrete. And they wanted a fence around it, which we’d need to erect first. And no, there weren’t any power tools. Our naïve enthusiasm for outdoor living and working outdoors waned after a week of trying to dig holes by hand in tarmac and concrete, in the rain. After a couple of months of slow progress and almost killing ourselves from smoke inhalation from our leaky woodburner, we were running out of steam. It was midwinter, the bender was surrounded by snow, and the local rats decided our cosy little shack would be a great place for them to spend winter too. When we heard them scuffling under our beds in the dead of night one of us would shout ‘RATS!’ and we’d all start banging drums (which we kept next to our beds) to scare them off. It wasn’t exactly creating the right conditions for restorative sleep. The night I felt a rat in my hair was the night I packed my things and went scurrying back to my mum’s clean, centrally heated house. We’d lasted six months.




SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE ACQUIRED:


✔ Chopping wood


✔ Carrying water


✔ Lighting a fire


✔ How not to erect a fence


✔ The theory of permaculture (not sure I actually got to put it into practice)









THE YOGINI


4 YEARS(ISH)





At this point I was feeling deflated about my career as a green-living eco-warrior. I’d run out of money, energy and inspiration for living off-grid, and the only constant I’d had that was bringing me joy was yoga. I’d been keeping up my regular moves on the mat for two years and was really getting into it. So, naturally, I thought the next step would be to train as a yoga teacher and share the love – and hopefully make some money, too. A rather special yoga teacher in Southampton, whose classes I’d started attending, agreed to train me. I’d be his yogic guinea pig, upon which he’d learn to be a teacher trainer, and in return, I’d get free training. Boom. Or should I say, Ohhmm?


We worked hard, contorting our bodies, chanting and meditating as though our lives depended on it. I started wearing white clothes, saying ‘Namaste’ to people and drinking my own urine. Yep, I did say I was really getting into it. Jokes aside, it was pretty cool. I was exploring consciousness, getting fit and strong, and connecting to a community of lovely folk. About a year into my training, my teacher decided to go to India for a year. I was to take over the ashram (actually a Victorian terraced house in a run-down area of Southampton) and run the classes, and the business, while he was away. Off he went, and I stepped up to fulfil my destiny as a yoga teacher and earn a living doing what I loved.


This was it, this was … a positive pregnancy test. I was 24, with a guru-complex and no savings, and I thought having a baby would be a most marvellous thing. (Which, I’ll admit, it was.) I reckoned I had about six more months of hardcore teaching in me before I orgasmically delivered my baby on a yoga mat to the sounds of Sanskrit chanting, his first breath a waft of incense. Obviously it was nothing like that, but I did make time to train in pre- and post-natal yoga so that I could carry the yoga spirit with me through motherhood. And running two or three classes a day from the ashram did at least cover my living costs.
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