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“Owing to past neglect, in the face of the plainest warnings, we have 

entered upon a period of danger. The era of procrastination, of half 

measures, of soothing and baffling expediencies and delays, is coming to 

a close. In its place we are entering a period of consequences.” (Winston 

Churchill, 1936)  

Today, the most shocking news is the speed at which we are depleting 

our earth. Ivan MacFadyen twice raced a yacht from Melbourne to Japan. 

The first time, ten years ago, he regularly saw turtles, dolphins, and 

flurries of feeding birds. “But this time, for 3,000 nautical miles there was 

nothing alive to be seen” he says.  

Would we have wanted previous generations to have treated our 

planetary home in this way?  
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Our ancestors sometimes saw themselves living in historically important 

times of change and transition. This gave their own lives a sense of 

heightened importance, even if those who followed them did not share 

their perception. But today there can be no doubt that we live at a crucial 

time in human history. Our decisions and actions – or our failure to act – 

will have an impact on future generations for centuries, possibly for 

millennia, or even for geological time periods.  

This is an enormous responsibility which we cannot escape. It is the result 

of decisions taken first out of ignorance, but over the last decades 

knowingly - to bet the future of human civilisation, on the belief that 

economic growth, markets and technologies will always find solutions to 

the problems they have created.  

In his overview of failed civilisations, Jared Diamond notes that the most 

frequent cause of their collapse was their holding on for too long to 

outdated belief systems which had once served them well, indeed 

provided the foundations for their success. Over the last century, W. 

Europe and N. America developed a new belief system and political 

ideology – economic growth – which, not surprisingly, conquered the 

world, as it promised paradise on earth for all.  

Warnings of natural limits were ridiculed and evaded until now by growing 

into the ecological and economic space of other countries – what we call 

globalisation.  
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To silence the skeptics and justify the wealth accumulation mostly of a 

small minority, economic growth has to constantly accelerate, at the 

expense of our planet’s health. Today every living system is declining and 

the rate of decline is accelerating. Important rules like do not poison the 

water – a capital crime for our ancestors – or soil, or air, have been 

broken.  

Today, if you look at the science and are not pessimistic, you have not 

understood the data.  

But, while the challenges we face today are unprecedented, history offers 

many examples of people overcoming seemingly impossible odds. Slavery 

abolitionists were the first to create an international movement to defend 

the rights of those they did not know. At that time, three out of four 

people in the world were enslaved. Enslaving each other was what human 

beings had done for ages. Abolitionists were ridiculed and told they would 

ruin the economy. But, within a few decades, their moral crusade 

succeeded in delegitimizing slavery.  

In 1941, Winston Churchill told US President Roosevelt that he had no 

defence against a Nazi invasion and urgently needed planes and ships in 

huge numbers. Roosevelt called in the leaders of US industry who said his 

demands were impossible. Roosevelt then enacted the Selective Service 

Act, allowing him to take over un-cooperative factories and the 

industrialists quickly changed course. By 1943, a plane was produced 

every 4 minutes, a tank every 7 minutes and two sea-going ships every 
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day. Roosevelt biographer Doris Kearns Goodwin writes: “Ironically, while 

the leaders of industry clung to a ... static view of the American economy 

... it was Roosevelt and his impractical theorists ... who held a powerful 

vision of the country’s potential ... to produce more than anyone had ever 

dreamed possible.” 

Visionary leaders expand the limits of possibility. But where are these 

leaders today, capable to inspire and motivate us to head the increasingly 

desperate warnings of the scientific community by confronting the very 

inconvenient truth that current policies are leading not to a global 

paradise but to the collapse of human civilisation, possibly of life on 

earth?  

After the financial crash, the British Prime Minister at the time, Gordon 

Brown, wrote: “I believe the most stunning revelation of the crisis was 

this: ... the ethical values that matter in everyday life had never infused 

the financial market.” Banks, he discovered had spent savers’ deposits 

without their knowledge. He was “furious to discover this “...” We were 

misled”. (“Beyond the Crash”) 

Frankly, I was stunned to learn that the leader of a major G7 economy 

(and long-time Chancellor of the Exchequer) did not know how our 

financial system works...  

That ever-increasing consumption is imperative worldwide is the basic 

belief system of our political leaders. When told that this is not physically 

possible, they are lost. In Japan the young Satori generation are 
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increasingly anti-consumerist. This drives economists and politicians to 

despair, accusing them of “destroying growth” by refusing to buy.  

In the USA, under pressure from mining companies, in 1995, Congress 

stopped the Bureau of Economic Analysis from working on reforming GDP 

to take environmental costs into account. Ten years ago China suppressed 

Green GDP data, which would show economic growth to have been far 

lower than previously claimed.  

Climate change is the defining issue of our time and the greatest 

challenge you will face wherever you live for there can be no jobs, 

security, development or markets on a dead planet. Climate change will 

create a huge refugee crisis for which we are neither politically nor 

morally prepared. In Bangladesh 50.000 people already migrate to the 

capital every month because rising sea levels have made their villages 

uninhabitable and destroyed their arable land. The former head of the 

IMF, Michel Camdessus, expects hundreds of millions of African climate 

refugees to try to reach Europe in the coming decades because they can 

no longer survive at home. Whatever methods the EU tries to use to stop 

them, enough will arrive to make European countries increasingly 

ungovernable.  

In many ways we do not know what a sustainable future would look like, 

as, with the right policy incentives, a new era of innovation, discovery, 

investment and enterprise will present un-imagined and exciting 

opportunities, once we break free from our self-imposed limitations. The 
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challenge we face is comparable to the end of the Middle Ages, when 

church power based on religious dogmas impeded progress. Just like the 

debates about those dogmas were only held in Latin, in today’s world, 

ruled by money, debates are limited by financial dogmas, and expected to 

be held within their parameters.  

Thus, every reform proposal can be – and often is – blocked by the claim 

that it would cost too much, suggesting that maybe we cannot afford to 

live on this planet! In reality, whatever we can do – what we have the 

resources and knowledge to do – we can also finance. Creating new 

money against new performance, i.e. for producing new goods and 

services, is not inflationary. If we could swiftly create trillions to save 

banks, we can create whatever we need to stabilize the climate and 

protect our natural environment, on which life on earth – including 

economies and markets - depends. The consequences of financial debts 

can be dealt with and overcome, but nature provides no “rescue 

packages” and you cannot negotiate with climate chaos, meeting glaciers 

or spreading deserts. Today, the greatest single threat to our shared 

future are economists who do not understand these natural limits and risk 

hierarchies, but whose advice is still taken seriously by political leaders.  

They worship markets, but, while markets are good servants, they are 

bad masters and an even worse religion. Their claim that markets can be 

self-regulating and are superior to the state is ideological nonsense. To 

quote the sociologist of capitalism, Karl Polanyi, wrote: “The road to the 
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free market was opened and kept open by an enormous increase in 

continuous, centrally organized and controlled interventionism.” 

Recent technological revolutions were often made possible by state 

support and regulation. When regulations are weakened by strong 

lobbies, costly crises are likely. In 2000-2002, the German and other 

governments were persuaded by the financial industry to make pure bets 

on future prices (as opposed to real economy hedging) into legally 

enforceable contracts, no longer classified as gambling. This was a major 

cause of the financial crisis. (This little-know fact was researched and 

published by the WFC Future Finance team!) 

Economists discounting the future discriminate by date of birth and make 

protecting future wealth uneconomic. This practice is based on the 

assumption that, whatever happens, we will all be richer in future. But, if 

we become poorer, due to environmental collapse, discount rates should 

be negative – which would totally transform our economic planning and 

priorities.  

The famous economic bottom line depends on what we include in and 

exclude from the top line. Externalizing production costs is not only unfair 

competition but fraud against future generations and should be dealt with 

as such. As the English social critic John Ruskin wrote 150 years ago: 

“Private enterprise should never be interfered with, but, on the contrary, 

much encouraged, so long as it is indeed ‘enterprise’, involving the 

exercise of individual ingenuity and audacity in new fields. But ‘private 



8 
 

enterprise’ that poisons its neighbourhood, or speculates for individual 

gain for common risk, is very sharply to be interfered with”.  

Today we have allowed the second kind of enterprise to become so 

powerful that forcing corporations to pay the full costs of their production 

would bankrupt most of them. (Pavan Sukhdev, “Corporation 2020”), 

leaving only some luxury brands, as their brand value does not produce 

additional CO2... 

We are no longer treated as citizens, only as consumers, although the 

priorities can be very different. Hearing of an application by the Disney 

Corporation to build a Disney Park inside an American National Park, US 

Prof. Marc Sagoff asked his students if they would visit such a park. The 

vast majority would - the consumer interest was clearly there. He then 

asked if they thought the US government should allow it to be built. An 

overwhelming majority was strongly opposed, arguing that the 

government had a duty to future generations to preserve the national 

parks intact. But this second question is hardly ever asked. 

Advertising has built a culture of constant dissatisfaction and discontent, 

leaving Western adults on the emotional level of insecure teenagers. This 

has not been a "natural" development but the result of a deliberate 

strategy, as described by marketing pioneer Paul Mazur: "We must shift 

America from a needs to a desire culture... People must be trained to 

desire to want new things, even before the old ones have been entirely 

consumed." (Century of the Self, BBC 4, April-May 2002, quoted by Al 
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Gore in "The Future" p.158). As a result, Americans today buy twice as 

many items of clothing as they did only 20 years ago, decades after 

wartime scarcity ended.  

Today, our governments believe that the “magic of the market” will 

somehow produce the massive eco-industrial transformation which our 

global production systems now require, even with the current perverse 

incentives. This faith in the power of prices to dictate results is 

tantamount to a belief in myth or magic. 

To counter this myth, the World Future Council, which I founded in2007, 

works to identify, spread and adapt the most effective laws and polices 

from around the world, which can provide the economic and social 

incentives required to change course. Such breakthrough policy incentives 

usually already exist somewhere and policy-makers elsewhere are keen to 

learn about them, but often do not have the information or capacity. The 

World Future Council was set up to assist them. Many organisations focus 

on what to do and why and where we want to go. The World Future 

Council focuses on the how to actually get there.  

It’s work is vital but difficult. For, as Martin Luther King once said “laws 

don’t move the heart, but they restrain the heartless”. 

We have brought together the most important breakthrough policies in a 

Global Policy Action Plan (GPACT), which together show the path to an 

ecological civilisation. (They can be found on www.futurepolicy.org).  

http://www.futurepolicy.org/
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They include the following key areas where policy reforms are vital: 

 Legalising Debt-Free Money Creation by Central Banks to Fund the eco-

industrial revolution 

 A Green Tax Shift and Green Budgeting 

 Allowing only Financial Instruments that serve Real Wealth Creation 

 Laws encouraging Divestment Laws from Unethical Investments 

 Mandating Ecologically Intelligent Design and Production accordingly to  

cradle-to- cradle principles 

 Legalizing Benefit Corporations with Broader Mandates 

 Ecological Literacy Testing in University Economics Courses and Business 

School Agendas 

 Sustainable Progress Indicators for Government Decision-Making 

 Re-directing Military Resources to Advance Environmental, Food and 

Water Security 

 Abolishing fossil fuel subsidies to create a level playing field in the energy 

market  

 

Yesterday morning I asked my host with a business and investor 

background, for his ideas on how best to combine Right Livelihood and 

entrepreneurship. His immediate reaction was that they cannot be 

combined – one is about ethics, the other is about maximizing profits. But 

this is a modern misconception, associating business with wrong 

livelihoods.  
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Many of our ancestors ran moral economies where inventors and traders, 

in order to be granted market access, were expected to adjust their price 

levels to what the customer could afford, even if this meant a loss on 

some sales. We have delegated social responsibilities to the state and no 

doubt this system is efficient, yet it loses its effectiveness and legitimacy 

when the state no longer has the resources or will to fulfil its 

responsibilities.  

The advocates of global market rule boast of productive win-win 

solutions, but, while this may be so overall, there are many losers who 

need to be compensated if they are not to turn against it.  

The fact that a self-proclaimed socialist was the favoured presidential 

candidate of young Americans this year reflects a new reality. Right 

Livelihood, means that rights, including the rights of enterprise, come 

with duties and responsibilities if they are to retain the legitimacy and 

trust required to operate. With trust, almost everything is possible, 

without trust almost nothing.  

Right Livelihood is on of the corner-stones of Buddhist “right living”, of 

living lightly on the earth. I am not a Buddhist but I named the award I 

set up for personal courage and social transformation, the “Right 

Livelihood Award” because Right Livelihood is the social capital holding 

our societies together.  

Over forty years ago the Club of Rome warned of “Limit to Growth” if 

business as usual continued. It has continued and the crises it foresaw 
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are now hitting us. Some more slowly, some – like soil erosion – faster 

than expected. But it is often forgotten that “Limits to Growth” was soon 

followed by a second report titled “No Limits to Learning”. Resources are 

limited and the German per capita resource consumption, for example, 

will just not be possible worldwide. And while there can be no human 

right to something impossible, this clearly raises global justice issues.  

But there are no limits to the skills, arts, languages etc. we can learn, no 

limits to personal growth once our basic material needs are met, which is 

possible worldwide. By widespread popular mobilization the population of 

the still poor Indian State of Kerala has achieved a life quality (literacy 

rates, life expectancy etc.) closer to that of industrialized countries than 

to richer parts of India.  

Trickle up works – and many such initiatives are examples of outstanding 

entrepreneurship embedded in local communities. Localising has many 

advantages: negative externalities can be dealt with and positive 

externalities captured at once.  

We are now in unknown territory and need to think outside the box. The 

extent to which that is already happening even in the business community 

became clear to me last week when I was asked to speak to the Austrian 

glass recycling industry and found in their publication an article by 

Christian Felber, a pioneer of commonwealth (Gemeinwohlkökonomie) 

calling for a global environmental constitution and arguing that, just as 
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we all accept having only one vote, we need to accept that our right to 

consume biological resources is also limited… 

Asked to give an example of life in a sustainable society, Chandran Nair, 

adviser to the Chinese Government, author of “Consumptionomics” and 

founder of the Global Institute for Tomorrow (GIFT) replies:” Fewer car 

races and more dancing competitions.” So budding entrepreneurs 

wondering what field has potential, should also consider dancing schools! 

Another growing market in Europe will be repairs and re-conditioning. The 

governing Swedish Red-Green Coalition has reduced the VAT rate on 

repairs to encourage this — a very different attitude from a few years ago 

when the tenants of a large Swedish apartment block, who decided to do 

their own repairs were attacked by the right for reducing business 

opportunities and by the left for destroying jobs.  

 

The belief that the greatest enterprise opportunities are in emerging 

technologies may prove short-sighted, as these are also dependent on 

secure energy (and often water) supplies. When the UK city of Lancanster 

was flooded, the so-called smart technologies, e.g. phones, electronic 

payment systems, even lifts and petrol pumps all stopped working. I 

mention this because it seems to be blind spot in the tech sector. The 

Berlin-based World Future Councillor Prof. Rolf Kreibich notes that “there 

is not a single reference to sustainable development in the whole Big Data 

and smart Data debate.” 
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Change can come very quickly when the time is ripe and it is vital that we 

then have policy solutions ready. Most of the New Deal legislation 

introduced by President Roosevelt to overcome the 1930s depression was 

passed in the first 100 days of his presidency. Or, to give a more recent 

example, in May 1989 the W. German Government representative at a 

meeting I attended in Moscow assured his E. German colleague, that 

nobody in the West was even thinking of changing the status of Berlin. As 

we know, the Wall fell 6 months later.  

 

In the coming climate war economy entrepreneurs will need to prioritize 

quality and durability. Every production chain will have to be re-designed 

according to the cradle-to-cradle principles Prof. Michael Braungart will be 

talking about later today.  

 

A radical ecological tax reform will be required to fund the transition to 

sustainable economies without triggering massive social unrest. The 

Canadian Liberal Party tried to introduce this in 2005 election. They lost 

as the time was not ripe but you may want to research it to understand 

the implications, as it is the most comprehensive such blueprint for an 

industrialized country. What will sustainable societies and economies look 

like? When resource shortages hit isolated early 18th century Japan, the 
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elites decide to compete in displaying lifestyles of austere but elegant 

simplicity and minimalism in an attempt to preserve social peace….A few 

years ago there was a competition among British villages to see which 

one could reduce their total CO2 emissions most. In one village, a couple 

had a winter home in the Caribbean and had always been envied for this. 

But the CO2 emissions from their flights prevented their village from 

winning and they suddenly found themselves facing upset neighbours…. 

 

This is just one example of the changes we will be facing on many levels. 

To quote the Dec. 2015 issue of the Insights Magazine of the S&P Ratings 

Agency: “If the global warming scientific model is even approximately 

correct...the industrialized world’s economic model…will have to be 

altered or replaced.” 

 

The German philosopher Ernst Bloch wrote that the price of human free 

will is the risk that the great historical moment will encounter too small a 

human race – one not up to the challenge. 

The old Israelites had the concept of “hochma”, the science of the heart, 

the ability to feel and act if the future depends on each one of us. We now 

need to revive this inner force, and free ourselves from the childish day-

dream of global consumerism built on permanent immaturity, 

dissatisfaction and irresponsibility.  
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We are now the most powerful generations in human history - the 

Guardians of all future generations of life on Earth. The consequences of 

our decisions and actions will have longer-term effects than ever before.  

Each one of us has the power to decide if we are going to be part of the 

problem or of the solution. To find our specific role, the advice of 

Aristotle, still holds true:  

“Where the needs of the world and your passion overlap, there lies your 

vocation.” 

Thank you! 


