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What if I told you 
that you could 
make money, 
save the planet, 
substantially 
reduce emissions 
at no cost? 
Guaranteed. 
Would you do it?

INTRODUCTION
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Welcome to the second in a series of 
thought pieces produced by Savills 
Research in Australia. This is part of the 
Looking Glass series. The latest version of 
the series commenced with ‘The Shape of 
Things to Come’ which was released as a 
video and a paper in 2015. It was widely 
presented to clients in Australia and abroad 
throughout the first half of 2015. In talking to 
hundreds of clients during that process, the 
question of the state of the environment was 
raised time after time. The next topic in the 
series was decided. The environment was 
already on a list of topics and research had 
already commenced. “Life out of Balance”  
is the product of that research.

If we want to discuss the environment 
there are generally three elements or 
areas of discussion. The first area I call 
“two degrees” because a great deal of 
discussion about climate change and the 
environment surrounds this figure. The next 
element I call “150 years” because most 
discussion tends to revolve around this time 
frame – both past and future. The third and 
final element I call “19 to 25” which is the 
place where I have put all of the solutions 
that are most commonly posed.
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Most people discussing climate 
change and the environment usually 
mention two degrees temperature 
change. Given we live in a place where 
the temperature ranges by up to 20 
degrees in one day and ranges from 
minus 5 to 45 degrees, why should 
two degrees matter so much? David 
Attenborough in his BBC documentary 
‘The Truth About Climate Change’ 
explains why two degrees matters.1 
Well, it turns out that scientists look 
at the average temperature of the 
earth over time, mostly over the last 
115 years, and longer using ice cores. 
According to this scientific research, 
when the earth was last four degrees 
cooler, there was a 60 metre ice shelf 
where we currently live. The last time 
the earth was four degrees warmer, 
oceans were five metres higher. So 
two degrees matters a lot. According 
to scientists the earth is now 0.85 
degrees warmer than it was in 1880.2  

The issue is that this is an average. In 
some places it is cooler than it was in 
1900 and in some places it is warmer, 
and this is where we have a problem 
because at the polar ice caps it is three 
degrees warmer than it was in 1900. 
Climate change impacts are non-linear: 
the impact of four degrees of warming 
is likely to be much worse than twice 
as bad as two degrees of warming.3

Anyone who has studied the tribal 
peoples of the earth could not help 
but be struck by their stories and 
their reverence for their environment. 
This similar feeling can be found in 
the Australian aborigines, the tribes 
of North and South America, and the 
peoples of Asia and Africa. Never 
having met, their empathy with 
the natural world is profound, the 
similarity of the stories is uncanny. 
The North American Hopi Indians have 
a word to describe what happens 
when humans do not tend to their 
environment – KOYAANISQATSI 
(pron: Coy-anis-kat-see). Translated 
literally it means “Life out of Balance”.4

Fossil fuel companies receive 
$1 trillion annually in global 
subsidies, pay nothing for the 
carbon they emit nor for the 
pollution they create. 
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About five billion years ago, an asteroid 
hit the earth and tilted the axis of the 
earth 23.5 degrees. This allowed life on 
earth. Life is here due to random chance. 
Mother Nature has been here for 4.5 
billion years and has endured a great 
many events including ice ages, melted 
polar ice caps, species have come and 
gone too. The human race can disappear 
and Mother Nature will endure. We need 
nature, nature does not need us. 

There is a concept in biology called 
“carrying capacity”. Simply explained 
it relates to the ability of a given 
environment to support a given 
population. The amount of fish in the 
oceans, the amount of kangaroos in 
the outback, the number of ants in a 
nest or bees in a hive. Each population 
grows to the limits of its environment. 
Should the population grow beyond, the 
environment responds either by design 
or misfortune and the population adjusts. 
The human population was one billion 
in 1804, two billion in 1927, three billion 
in 1960, six billion in 1999 and seven 
billion in 2012. It is growing at a rate of 80 
million people a year, one billion people 
every 13 years. So, here is a question:

Well it turns out the BBC’s Horizon 
unit made a documentary, narrated 
by David Attenborough, on this titled 
“How many people can live on earth?” 
I would encourage you to watch it.5 
The conclusion reached after much 
scientific discussion and debate was 
as follows:

If we live like the people in Zaire, a very 
rudimentary hand to mouth existence, 
then the earth can sustainably support 
18 billion people. 

This sounds very promising as there 
are currently over seven billion people 
on the planet.

However, if we want to live like we do in 
Europe, America and Australia, the earth 
can sustainably support 1.5 billion.

Clearly we have a problem. Most of 
the people on earth want to live like 
the people in Europe, America and 
Australia. No one wants to live like 
the people in Zaire. So, a number of 
alternatives present themselves:

1.  The population adjusts to a 
sustainable way of life

2.  The environment forces the 
population to adjust

3.  At one extreme, nothing  
happens because none of the 
problems are really problems

4.  At the other extreme,  
the human race is extinct

What is the 
carrying capacity 
of the earth for 
human beings?
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As the population has grown from one 
billion to seven billion over the last 200 
years, the amount of pollution generated 
and environmental degradation endured 
has grown in tandem. The pollution  
per person has remained constant, 
the population has not. With the 
increase in population, spurred by the 
benefits of the industrial revolution, has 
come an increase in carbon emissions 
in particular.

Climate change science revolves 
around a theory popularly termed ‘the 
greenhouse effect’. Carbon has a life 
in the atmosphere of 200 years. All 
the carbon generated by the industrial 
revolution, over seven generations, is 
still sitting in the atmosphere. 

There is no “vacuum cleaner”, no door 
or window to let it out. The carbon 
forms a barrier effectively trapping 
heat. Heat from the sun and from 
activities on the surface of the earth 
cannot escape, so the temperature 
of the atmosphere increases. This 
contributes to a number of disturbing 

events around the planet. Scientists 
are monitoring a great many changes, 
sceptics abound. The melting of the 
polar ice caps is one such event the 
scientists are monitoring. The issue 
with the polar ice caps melting is 
that they will raise the level of oceans 
globally and they also release gas. 
Millions of years of methane is trapped 
in the ice, and as it melts, the methane 
is release into the atmosphere. The 
problem is methane has 34 times the 
heat retaining capacity of carbon. This 
not only contributes to global warming, 
it accelerates it.

Another issue with heat and carbon 
revolves around the earth’s oceans. 
70 percent of the earth’s surface 
is water. That water absorbs the 
heat and it absorbs carbon. The heat 
that the oceans absorb affects water 
temperature which in turn affects 
currents, rainfall patterns and wind 
movement. Floods, droughts and food 
supplies are impacted dramatically. 
The Australian Bureau of Meteorology 
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explains it like this: Differences in sea-
surface temperatures in the Indian 
Ocean between east and west have 
a direct impact on weather patterns. 
Warmer sea patterns in the western 
Indian Ocean, for example, relative to 
the east reverse the normal westerly 
trade winds that bring rain to southern 
Australia and the Top End.6

Carbon is absorbed into the oceans 
becoming carbonic acid. Ocean 
acidification threatens all species in 
the ocean and their respective food 
supplies. Only 0.1 percent of the ocean 
floor consist of coral reefs. Coral 
reefs are being destroyed and the 
problem is reefs are home to 25 
percent of all marine species, 500 
million people and income of more than 
$30 billion.7 As if all of this were not 
enough, the oceans are warming. As 
water warms it expands. As our oceans 
warm, they too expand – more coastal 
inundation appears inevitable.

A number of other events have 
occurred and continue to occur 
which add to the load of the earth in 
dealing with a human population of 
seven billion. Deforestation has been 
occurring for centuries – Europe, Great 
Britain, North America and Australia 
have largely been deforested. Now 
large parts of South America and 
Asia are being subjected to this. It is 
difficult for Europe, North America 
and Australia to lecture the rest of the 
world on deforestation when they have 
reaped the benefits. The forests of 
the earth provide heat remediation 
for the planet, they capture and 
store carbon and they are the home 

of important species. What was done 
in the past cannot be undone, but it 
appears to be reckless to continue to 
do something that brings harm to the 
earth and its species.

Environmental degradation due to litter, 
landfill, mining and human activity goes 
on around us all the time. We seem to 
walk idly by and say “someone should 
do something about that” or we see 
someone litter and don’t say a word. In 
August 2015 The Economist magazine 
published an article on pollution in 
China. Citing a study by a US not-for-
profit, Berkeley Earth, they stated some 
83 percent of Chinese are exposed to 
air pollution beyond safe thresholds 
in America and go on to say that 
almost 20 percent of deaths in China 
can be attributed to air pollution. 
Breathing Beijing’s air is equivalent 
to smoking 40 cigarettes a day.8  The 
World Health Organisation sets the 
guideline for the safe presence of fine 
particles of dangerous air pollutants at 
25 micrograms or less per cubic metre; 
250 is considered hazardous by the 
US Government. In January 2014, in 
Beijing, levels of these carcinogens  
hit 671.9

Now this is the section that is the most 
immediate: storm damage and extreme 
weather events. We have all witnessed it 
either personally or vicariously through 
the media. In the 1970’s there were 660 
extreme weather events recorded on the 
planet. In the 2000’s there were 3,322 
extreme weather events. This is nearly 
a fivefold increase.10 The events aren’t 
coming every now and then, they are 
coming all the time. 
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Copenhagen has endured four 
one-in-one-hundred-year floods in 
a row. 2011 was the costliest year 
for storm damage on the planet at 
$500 billion. So it is fair to ask the 
following questions:

1.  What will you do when your 
house, car, built environment 
and infrastructure are constantly 
destroyed by extreme  
weather events?

2.  What will you do when they 
can’t be insured anymore?

3.  How will you get to work?  
Will you still have a job?

4.  How much money can you 
keep giving to charity to 
assist those in need?

All this presupposes that there is an 
acceptable price for allowing entire 
countries to disappear, for leaving 
untold millions to die on parched land, 
for depriving today’s children of their 
right to live in a world teeming with 
wonder and beauty.11

The loss of species poses another 
threat. About 65 million years ago 
a meteor smashed into the Gulf of 
Mexico and obliterated 75 percent of 
life on earth. According to scientists 
we are losing species at a rate set 
to surpass that. The issue is all 
species on earth form a symbiotic 
relationship. The interdependence of 
life on earth is intricate. 

If insects disappear from the world, 
humanity will survive for a further 50 
years, such is our dependence. So, 
some more questions:

1.  Do you want to find out where 
the tipping point is?

2.  Do you want to get close to the 
tipping point?

3.  What are you doing to avoid this?

When The Titanic sank, the first class 
cabins went down just as fast as the 
ones in steerage. None of us escape 
this. It doesn’t matter how much money 
you have, you can’t buy air.  
So, it’s a fair bet that two degrees 
matters. It matters a lot.

Scientists 
believe there 
is a “tipping 
point” where 
the loss 
of species 
becomes 
irreversible. 
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At the dawn of the industrial revolution, 
with modifications made to the steam 
engine by Sir George Watts, nobody 
knew the environmental implications 
of burning fossil fuels and emitting all 
that carbon into the atmosphere. Just 
the same as people did not appreciate 
the health effects of smoking. As a 
wise man once said: When the facts 
change I change my mind. Just as we 
give up smoking now we know it kills 
us, we should probably reduce fossil 
fuel use before it kills us. In light of our 
knowledge, if we fail to do something 
are we behaving badly? A famous quote 
comes to mind:

The only thing necessary for the triumph 
of evil is for good men to do nothing.

So, if the destruction of the environment 
is evil then the only way for this to occur 
is for us to do nothing. Our leaders are 
not coming to save us. 

US Congressman Steve Stockman was 
quoted in 2013:The great thing about 
the earth is when you poke holes in it, 
oil and gas come out.12

Bill Clinton in 1993 promised: We will 
seek institutional arrangements to 
ensure trade leaves the world cleaner 
than before.13  Emissions are now 61 
percent higher.

The town of Old Bar is the most rapidly 
eroding part of the New South Wales 
coastline. In parts of town, property 
cannot be insured and million dollar 
properties are now worthless. The local 
council cannot afford to pay for an anti-
erosion wall and the State Government 
has refused to fund the wall, fearing it 
will set a precedent.14

Stop extracting fossil fuels 

Stop burning oil and gas 

Stop scarring the earth
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Just to demonstrate how deceptive 
people are when it comes to pollution 
and accountability, think of this: 
Emissions from the transportation of 
goods across borders – container ships 
for example – are not attributed to 
any nation-state and therefore no one 
country is responsible for reducing their 
polluting impact. Also, the pollution 
generated to produce kitchen 
appliances, for example, remain in the 
country where the appliances were 
manufactured (China for example) 
not where the benefits are generated, 
and the boat that transported the 
appliances is no one’s responsibility.15

So there appear to be a number of 
obvious things we should do:

1. Stop extracting fossil fuels

2. Stop burning oil and gas

3. Stop scarring the earth

This is easier said than done. Fossil 
fuel companies are given a great 
many subsidies globally to exploit 
their riches. One of the more difficult 
problems is the economy is set up to 
exploit these assets. 

Almost every company involved in the 
extraction of fossil fuels is listed on 
a stock exchange somewhere in the 
world. These companies have reserves, 
deposits to be exploited at some 
time in the future. In fact, their share 
prices depend on the reserves. The 
companies have an intention to exploit 
these assets and they form future 
cash flow projections for dividends for 
investors. The problem is if the current 
known reserves are fully exploited, the 
amount of carbon released underwrite 
extreme climate change.16

Extreme climate change is not just 
two degrees or four degrees global 
warming but something in the order 
of six degrees.17 At six degrees life on 
earth is decidedly different to life as we 
know it today. 
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Less than 2 billion people will 
be able to live on the earth. 
According to Ross Garnaut:18

1.  The Great Barrier Reef and 
Kakadu are gone

2.  No more skiing and the wine 
industry is decimated19

3.  Water infrastructure is  
severely impaired

4.  The Murray-Darling Basin 
is ruined, a 92% decline 
in production

5.  $200 billion of infrastructure  
at risk

6.  Buildings in coastal settlements 
regularly wrecked

7.  Temperature-related deaths 
 to triple

8.  100 million people in our  
backyard displaced
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So what are we to do? It moves from 
a position of someone else’s problem 
to a clearer decision. Another famous 
quote comes to mind:

I shall pass this way but once; any 
good that I can do or any kindness 
I can show to any creature; let me do 
it now. Let me not defer nor neglect it 
for I shall not pass this way again.

We have moved to a moral obligation. So 
what are the popular courses 
of action?

1.  Disinvest. Many funds and 
individuals are no longer investing 
in companies that contribute to 
problems with our environment.

2.  There are petitions to be signed 
urging leaders everywhere to act. 
Ending fossil fuel subsidies and 
giving those subsidies to renewable 
energy alternatives.

3.  Marching. Not civil disobedience 
as such, but protest nevertheless. 
This author has marched five times, 
and each time, the world changed. 
Marching is effective.

4.  Stop fracking. A very expensive 
method of extracting energy from 
the ground. The process involves 
the use of some 650 chemicals. 
There is plenty of literature on the 
subject.20 Currently, Victoria is the 
only mainland State in Australia 
with a ban on gas exploration.
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All of this seems too hard. Many people 
turn away using excuses like: Another 
story about the apocalypse. I will be 
dead so who cares. It’s a hoax, nothing 
to worry about. If I can’t see it, it’s not 
real. You can’t prove it. The science 
is dodgy. 

These are all excuses for doing 
nothing. 150 years ago, the people, 
destroyed a $10 trillion dollar industry. 
The vested interests were large and 
powerful. The entire world economy 
depended on this. Much like the fossil 
fuel industry today, the challenge 
seemed impossible. Approximately 
600,000 people lost their lives in the 
fight over slavery. Nobody is asking 
anyone to lay down their life today, but 
making the change remains the right 
thing to do.

We see movies and TV shows about 
slavery and we know who the good 
and bad people are – the caricatures 
are obvious. When they make movies 
and TV shown in the future about us 
and the environment, how do you want 
to be portrayed?

It has taken us 150 years to get 
here and we have about 150 years 
to fix this. 

The clock is 
ticking and our 
time starts now.
I wrote a book on gambling in 1994 so 
I know a thing or two about probability. 
The way I look at it is there are climate 
change believers and deniers and in the 
end they will be either right or wrong, 
and we are either going to do something 
or do nothing. If we go with the climate 
change believers and we do something, 
regardless of whether they end up right 
or wrong, we end up with a better world. 
If we go with the deniers and we do 
nothing and they are right, then we are 
OK. But if the deniers are wrong, and 
we do nothing, then we all die. On the 
balance of probability and not knowing 
who is right or wrong I will side with 
the believers because the “We all die” 
scenario is not in the least bit appealing.

As Naomi Klein  
so aptly put it:  
We are history. 
We are 
knocking on 
the door.  
Will you 
answer?
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THE  
PROPERTY  
SOLUTION
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What if I told you that you could make 
money, save the planet, substantially 
reduce emissions at no cost? 
Guaranteed. Would you do it?

Where we live and work and how we get 
around consume an awful lot of energy. 
Of the 39 percent of energy consumed 
in our buildings, Craig Roussac and 
his team at Buildings Alive tell me that 
commercial property accounts for 18 
percent and residential property some 
21 percent. These are substantial 
numbers. The Savills Green Tenancy 
Guide provides a range of solutions for 
occupiers of space, such as the areas 
listed below in the yellow section.

It is easy to do nothing. The path of 
least resistance. Many people have 
a sustainability person at work who 
takes care of their “obligations”. 
The problem is we don’t have a 
sustainability officer at home. What 
can you do at home?

1.  Go to 100 percent renewables 
as energy inputs to your house

2. Use public transport

3.  Buy carbon offsets and 
environmentally responsible 
products

4. Print double sided

5.  Turn off lights and computers 
at night

6.  Employ recycling and 
waste management

7.  Adjust the way you use heating 
and cooling

8.  Green Leases7. Fit-outs5. Water 6. Waste

4.  Air Conditioning3. Lighting2. Paper1.  Office  
Equipment 
& Supplies
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Craig and his team go on to tell me that 
heating and cooling makes up a large 
portion of the 39 percent of energy 
consumed by buildings. In fact, in office 
buildings a large proportion of energy 
use is air conditioning and it is elevated 
for approximately eight months of the 
year, not just for three months.

You and I look out the window (or 
check our weather app) before we go 
to work and dress accordingly. If it is 
hot outside, we wear less clothes. If it 
is freezing cold with a bitter wind, we 
wear more clothes. We adapt to our 
conditions, so why don’t we ask our 
buildings to adapt too?

Most office buildings and shopping 
centres are heated and cooled to a 
fixed 22 degrees, give or take a bit. 
In fact, it is written into many leases 
that they must be so presented. Why 
22 degrees? It turns out that it is the 
thermal comfort level of a 44 year old 
man and was set in the 1950’s by the 
Americans as an appropriate level for 
a working environment. Now the last 
time I looked around there were not 
too many 44-year old men wandering 
around offices and shopping centres 
(or at least no more than usual). 

The strange thing is that your thermal 
comfort level is a function of how tall 
or short you are, fat or skinny, old or 
young, male or female. Its why, when it 
is 30 degrees outside, the receptionist 
is inside wearing a scarf.21

So let’s change all our buildings to a 
19 to 25 degree range instead of a 
fixed 22 degrees. We don’t heat them 
past 19 degrees and we don’t cool 
them below 25 degrees. If we did this 
in all the decent office buildings and 
shopping centres in the country we 
would save:

 ��$100 million 
dollars a year 
in energy costs

 �300,000 tonnes of 
carbon emissions 
a year

 �And it wouldn’t 
cost us a cent
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The Australian Institute of Refrigeration, 
Airconditioning and Heating 
recommends in its Skills Workshop 
Training Module 84: For office 
environments, a typical energy saving 
HVAC setting would be a space 
temperature set point of 22 degrees with 
a 2 degree dead band and one degree 
proportional band for heating and a two 
degree proportional band for cooling. 

For transient spaces such as 
shopping centres, space temperature 
set points….are 16-18 degrees to 
26-27 degrees….this strategy can 
immediately improve energy efficiency 
by up to 20 percent.22

Further, the American Society 
of Heating, Refrigerating and Air 
Conditioning Engineers publish their 
ASHRAE Standard 55-1992 which 
describes the temperature and humidity 
levels that are comfortable for 80% of 
people engaged in largely sedentary 
activities. The standard sets a humidity 
range of 30 to 60 percent and generates 
a minter temperature range of 20 to 24 
degrees and a summer temperature 
range of 23 to 27 degrees.23 

But why stop at Australia? If we did 
this in all the decent office buildings 
and shopping centres in the world we 
would save:

 �Billions of 
dollars a year in 
energy costs

 �Millions of 
tonnes of carbon 
emissions a year

 �And it still 
wouldn’t cost 
us a cent
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Reading and Watching Lists

OECD: Policy Challenges for the next 50 years
The World Until Yesterday – Jared Diamond
Straw Dogs – John Gray
This Changes Everything – Naomi Klein
Assessing Climate Change Risks – Dr Michael Smith (ANU)
Al Gore – An Inconvenient Truth
Attenborough – How Many People Can Live on Earth (BBC Documentary)
Attenborough – The Truth About Climate
Josh Fox – Gasland Part One and Two
Andrew Morgan – The True Cost
Cathy Henkel – The Burning Season
Godfrey Reggio – Koyaanisqatsi
Fothergill/Linfield – Earth
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