
How can we use money saved from reducing our carbon footprint in ways which do not then increase our own footprint or that of others?

 

I am participating in the Ecocell 2 carbon-reduction programme and am beginning to save money, principally by reducing home energy and travel costs. I have become increasingly concerned about the effects of economic growth (including growth resulting from ‘Green Energy’ i.e where the latter is used to add to growth rather than to reduce it to sustainable levels). So the question of how to use money saved in ways which reduce our carbon footprint, is one which I want to develop understanding about. I asked for ideas about this from the Ecocell 2 group. I am grateful to Ruth Jarman, Oliver Griffiths, Deborah Tomkins, Tony Emerson, Ann Parker, Sandra Dutson, Alice Yaxley and Judith Allinson for ideas which have given me much more of a basis for thoughtful action. The responsibility for putting the following together (which includes information from websites which they introduced me to) is entirely mine.

                                *****************************************************

1. Whether we give away or invest money, there seem at least four criteria by which to measure what we do:
 
a)      Does it conserve the planet?

b)      Does it contribute to life for the poorest peoples of the world?

c)       Does it enable this generation to respond with love and wisdom to the multiple effects of the changes which are already occurring in relation to:  climate change; the over-use of Earth’s resources; the peaking of oil production; and macro-economic crises, especially those affecting food production and distribution?

d)      Does it enable our descendents not only to receive as much of the gifts of Creation referred to in (a) above, but at the same time help to prepare the ground for their living in a materially-impoverished world when compared with the one which we have known?

These are of course all interlinked.

2.    Our initial choice is whether to give or invest money the money which we save

For both giving and investing there is the question of what the recipients do with the money. That is, will they use it in ways which attempt to fulfil the above criteria (and so on, ad infinitem).

3.     If we give money away, there are a number of organisations which will, to a greater or lesser degree, fulfill some of these criteria. They include:

a)   Organisations which focus particularly upon changes to the dominant economic model. Amongst these are The New Economics Foundation and The Center for the Advancement of the Steady-State Economy. (To understand more about a Steady State Economy, go to www.steadystate.org click on track and click on Leeds Conference 2010).

b)  Organisations which are concerned primarily with conserving the planet such as Greenpeace, World Wildlife Fund, FERN and Tree Aid.

c)  Development Agencies such as Christian Aid, CAFOD, Tearfund, Oxfam. The environmental dimension is increasingly present in both their development and campaigning work. This also applies to the World Development Movement which, because it is not a Charity, is more outspoken than NGOs which are subject to Charity law.

d)  An avenue for economic justice and care for the Earth which is particularly relevant for anyone with an occupational pension is Fairpensions.

e)  And as we move towards living more locally, promoting the Transition Movement and Transition Towns offer  ways  of living more sustainably. In that context, we may find or set up, local charities which fulfil our preferred aims.

 

4.   If we invest the money, an article by Paul Mills in 1996, ‘Investing as a Christian: reaping where you have not sown?’  www.jubilee-centre.org/document.php?id=14 seems particularly valuable in stating timeless principles and outlining some of the difficulties in implementing them in the current context of limited liability and share-dealing. He suggests that the most ethical form of investment is where there is considerable personal involvement and sharing of risks. One organisation which does this to a high degree is Shared Interest.

A number of contributors to the ideas in these notes pointed to the importance of investing locally and long-term in ways which enrich ‘soil, community and welfare’. These ideas are referred to in Juliet Schor’s Plenitude in which she describes the Slow Money Movement developed by Woody Tasch.

One of the Ecocell 2 contributors gave some information from Mike Berners Lee ‘How Bad are Bananas?’ to the effect that spending one pound releases:

Minus 330kgco2e if spent on rainforest conservation                                                                            minus 3kgco2e on photovoltaic cells                                                                                                              and then increasing CO2e as we buy things.

This points towards direct investment in conserving the natural world as a primary way of meeting the criteria in (1) above. Investing in (or at least moving to) sustainably produced electricity will promote that conservation, with the caveat that it is replacing and not adding to electricity which is  produced by unsustainable methods. Otherwise the overall increase in production and consumption adds to environmental degradation.

If investing in Banks, the Triodos Bank ranks highly in its ethical principles and practices. And the Cooperative Bank’s ethical policies are way ahead of other larger banks. Whilst Mutual Building Societies are non-profit making, they still invest spare funds in banks; and the pay of their executive boards are beyond the control of small groups of members.

On a smaller scale, investing in the Ethical Consumer currently pays 3%.

Two websites which focus upon the micro aspects of living in a local, low-energy world were recommended, namely J M Greer’s blogspot at www.thearchdruidreport.blogspot.com  and www.lowtechmagazine.com . Ideas include:

-          Build-at-home systems for rainwater harvesting, storage and treatment; and safe sewage treatment in urban yards and gardens

-          Small scale garage-built renewable energy projects

-          Build-at-home and salvage projects for long-range radio

-          Urban and peri-urban food production and seed-saving

-          Food refrigeration

-          Other methods of preserving foods e.g ordinary screwtop jars instead of Kilner jars

-          Urban and peri-urban food production and seed-saving

-          Co-operative buying schemes to enable local small-holders to move towards sustainable production of staples – cereals, beans, potatoes etc

-          Draft horse breeding (In preparation for staple production which is independent of fossil fuels)

-          Cloth production

-          Sustainable chemistry projects such as soap production.

 

5.  How do we invest in ways which do not promote further economic growth?

This question was the primary impetus for my email to Ecocell 2 members. I value the many  responses which give priority to sustainable development which will  reduce such growth by ensuring that the Earth is placed first. Others will meet the overall criterion of reducing economic growth only if their effects are balanced by more determined efforts elsewhere. For example, there is no doubt about the right of the desperately poor majority of the world’s population to a higher material standard of living. Yet because the overall ecological footprint of humankind is currently about 1.5, it is those of us in the richer countries who need to reduce our impact. And whilst the Cooperative Bank calls forth my admiration for its ethical criteria, it remains part of an economy based upon growth. I remain a member of the Bank, struggling to figure out how to live a life which doesn’t contribute to growth. It is the same story with regard to my occupational pension.

Since I became an active member of CEL about 6 months ago, I have been inspired by the commitment and expertise of many members towards developing this different life. May the Lord grace us in our common journey.

 

Phil Kingston, 1st July 2011


