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War for Impact Investing 

by Rod Holden 

Impact investing has the “intention of generating a measurable, beneficial social or environmental 

impact alongside a financial return.” This is a noble and just cause, but impact investing faces major 

headwinds on the environmental side. Apart from the fact that the main focus is on social impact (in 

Australia, at least), the lack of impact industry standards across an ever-growing number of ESG, SDG, 

and RI themes is a double-edged sword. First, it makes defining measurement metrics across these 

themes difficult. Second, the lack of standards has allowed an increase in proponent’s greenwashing 

deals to fit investment mandates, which in turn creates mission drift.  

If we are serious about generating a beneficial environmental impact, there is a clear need to focus on 

the most important issue, develop it as a base with defined standards, and build a stand-alone 

environmental impact investing industry. Critically, what is the most important issue? 

The simple answer is that environmental impact investing must first focus on achieving an 

environmentally sustainable planet. Developing the best approach to build that as a base is where it 

gets interesting. 

The key to achieving a sustainable planet is declaring war—not in the sense of death and destruction 

but in the sense of employing the best military-style strategies and tactics for achieving specific goals. 

It is also worth remembering that some of the greatest military victories have been achieved against 

overwhelming odds—a scenario similar to achieving global sustainability. The boldness and 

determination of Hannibal in “we will either find a way or make it” and the brilliance of Sun Tzu in 

“opportunities multiply as they’re seized” are good examples of the military-style thinking that must 

be employed.  

The most important question is, “What should the goals be?” 

Again, there is a simple answer. Natural capital, as the foundation for all other forms of capital, is the 

basis of all social, economic and biological activity on Earth. For this reason, our core goal must be to 

develop a globally holistic solution for the best care and management of natural capital while retaining 

(and developing for all) a first-world standard of living. A myriad of secondary goals should focus on 

solutions for specific environmental problems. 

An environmentally sustainable planet is no small goal. As in the lead-up to any great battle, we need 

to understand the thinking of the opposition and, most importantly, our own thinking. As Albert 

Einstein said, “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used to create them.” Fully 

understanding the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) of the task before us 

gives us insight into the thinking on both sides. 

Strength — capital availability 

Alternative investments — The rise in the alternative assets class over the last few years has shone a 

bright light on the potential of mobilizing risk capital for global sustainability. In the 2018 McKinsey 

Private Equity report, private equity’s net asset value grew to US $5.8 trillion AUM, and venture capital 

has grown 18% annually since 2015 to raise a further US $78 billion in 2018. Eureka Hedge states that 

the total size of the global hedge funds industry stands at US $2.29 trillion (July 2019), and the size of 

the exchange-traded products industry, which includes ETFs, rose to US $5.16 trillion in January 2019, 

according to a report from London-based research firm ETFGI. 
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Institutional capital — In April 2019, there were 2372 entities with $US86.3 trillion in AUM as 

signatories to the UN PRI. The scale of institutional capital, although conservative in nature, provides 

further hope to mobilize capital if the right deal flow or size can be developed. 

Impact investing — Impact investing is set to increase, with the UBS/PwC Billionaires Insights 2017 

report estimating that millennials will inherit US$2.4 trillion over the next 20 years. The Morgan 

Stanley Sustainable Signals 2017 report found that 86% of millennials are interested in impact 

investing. 

Weakness — capital allocation/risk appetite 

Capital allocation — In 2014, the UN estimated that from 2015 to 2030, humanity needs to spend 

between US$75 and US$105 trillion to achieve a sustainable planet. Even with the massive rise in 

renewable energy, we are nowhere near meeting this budget. We need to allocate significantly more 

capital within a very short time frame, which directly relates to the next issue. 

Risk — It is clear that the risk of runaway climate change, breaching ecological tipping points, and due 

to the limited time left to solve this issue, the risk of panicked investments is all too real. Based on 

these realities, it is also clear that investment risk appetite needs to increase significantly if we are to 

mobilize the capital required to achieve our core goal. 

Opportunity — innovation 

Innovation — Innovation caused this predicament, and it is the biggest threat to our future. It is also 

the only way to address the problems we have created. The problem with innovation is that it is largely 

driven by an ad hoc venture development model, which means that it is too slow and cumbersome to 

achieve solutions for specific goals in the time frame required. The upside is that the flow-on effects 

of driving the right innovation are significant (think Sun Tzu). 

Solutions focused — The economic opportunities for delivering global sustainability are immense. 

Though investment and financial returns are critical, however, the new approach needs to be solutions 

focused, not investment focused. 

NASA’s goal of getting a man to the moon and back is a perfect example of being goal oriented and 

solutions focused. NASA’s success also demonstrates the flow-on effects of innovation. 

Threats — human behavior 

Human behavior – Studies into human behavior, especially behavioral economics (BE), 

neuroeconomics, and evolutionary psychology, explain how we arrived at this dramatic point in 

human history. BE is a rapidly growing phenomenon in global political circles, and it is the biggest 

threat to the rise of an environmentally sustainable global economy. Manipulation of these themes 

via social media is largely responsible for the success of conservative politics across the world since 

2016. Ironically, the rise in conservative politics via social media and BE demonstrates that it is 

possible, simply by accommodating the basic principles of human psychology, to dramatically turn this 

crisis around and create a cultural shift in thinking in favor of natural capital. 

Decision-making — After more than 250 years of an economic-centric land ethic, accelerated by the 

mantras of growth and GDP since 1944, we are now using 1.7 times the earth’s capacity to renew via 

natural systems each year. This usage is clearly unsustainable, and there is now an obvious 

requirement to change our decision-making process to an ecological-centric land ethic. For far too 

long, economic activity has taken precedence over environmental considerations. This priority needs 

to be inverted, yet the scale and speed at which this change must happen ironically promises to create 
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the most significant economic activity in history (maybe more significant than the economic activity 

caused by all wars combined). 

With an understanding of the SWOT and insight into humanities thinking, we move to the next step, 

which is to develop a defined strategy and the associated tactics to achieve success. 

Introducing the Environmental Impact Nursery™ 

Based on a mandate of mitigating harmful greenhouse gases and protecting biodiversity, the 

Environmental Impact Nursery™ (which utilizes the EIN Model™) aims to deliver the best care and 

management of natural capital by using existing market mechanisms, following six core investment 

themes, and applying three selection criteria and a conclusive litmus test.  

A corporate structure with the EIN Model™ at its center includes a business-for-purpose parent 

company, an in-house foundation, and a bespoke R&D institute. Environmental solutions are housed 

in wholly owned subsidiaries.  

It provides a structure to deliver growing regenerative capital while solving the world’s environmental 

problems. It is vastly different from a fund, incubator, or accelerator. The closest model is an in-house 

innovations lab with funding provided by the parent company. External capital injections are possible 

at each subsidiary, the foundation, and the R&D institute levels if required for either business growth 

or risk mitigation. 

 

Any investor with an ESG, SDG, or RI mandate can apply the EIN Model™, and it is especially relevant 

for a large number of family offices and foundations. Successful self-made entrepreneurs who have 

built family offices and foundations will inherently understand the EIN Model™. They intimately 

understand how to structure business models and take the calculated risks using the strategies and 

tactics needed for success. Most importantly, they understand the importance of determination, 
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perseverance, and creative problem-solving in achieving their goals; in most cases, those strengths 

are how they built their fortunes.  

More conservative family offices may initially struggle to understand how best to drive the model. 

Multiple family offices can use co-investment on an equity basis to mitigate downside risk. 

Conservative foundation investment committees could invest a small part of the corpus on an equity 

basis as a co-investment with other foundations. Co-investing has the potential to double the 

environmental impact while providing increased funding for grants via a risk-adjusted return. In both 

cases, for conservative investors to achieve success, they simply need a CEO who is an experienced, 

creative problem solver to drive the Environmental Impact Nursery™; in other words, they must 

employ a great general. 

This new construct also sets out a clear and objective methodology that addresses the seven core 

concerns of impact investors: funding gaps and related opportunities, impact measurement and 

evaluation, co-investment opportunities and collaboration, finding good organizations to support, 

funding innovative solutions, scaling successful projects and businesses, and tempering mission creep 

and greenwashing. 

This construct makes impact measurement simpler, as the conclusive litmus test (CLT) mitigates the 

need to understand measurement metrics up front for each investment. The CLT takes a strict “holier 

than thou” approach at the front end, eliminating many potential investments that could otherwise 

use a degree of greenwashing to meet investment mandates, which would then make impact 

measurement confusing. The key element that the CLT provides is a strict focus on the critical issues 

needed to achieve global environmental sustainability. 

The structures are mostly in place in the alternative investment market to mobilize the vast amount 

of capital needed at the scale and in the time frame required. To mitigate the risk of ecological and 

investment downsides, an objective investment methodology that is goal oriented, solutions centric, 

and specific to natural capital is the best way forward.  

The Environmental Impact Nursery™ sets out this methodology. It also addresses 11 of the 17 SDGs 

and aligns with the World Bank Action Plan. Critically, it details an investable corporate structure that 

provides for growing and regenerating financial capital. 

The Environmental Impact Nursery™ and the EIN Model™ also provide the standards needed to build 

a base for an environmental impact investing industry and to take a significant step forward in 

achieving global sustainability. It does not outline how to do so, which is up to the creative problem 

solvers who drive each Environmental Impact Nursery™, but it cuts straight to the core issues, makes 

impact measurement easy, and eliminates greenwashing. 

We have a chance to regain true sustainability for all species on Earth. The alternative is business as 

usual, which science tells us will lead to the total collapse of ecosystems and the extinction of the 

majority of species on the planet. We owe it to our children to face the risks head on, to change our 

thinking, to seize the opportunities, and to win the war. 

#actionnotrhetoric 

 

Yours sincerely 

Rod Holden – Natural Impact Group Pty Ltd 
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Rod Holden is the Founder, CEO, and MD of Natural Impact Group Pty Ltd, the world’s first 

Environmental Impact Nursery™.  

This article is a summary of a 38-page whitepaper, “The Environmental Impact Nursery™ – A new 

construct for a truly sustainable planet,” which was developed over eight years and is now in its 18th 

edition. Please feel free to contact the author for a copy.  

Natural Impact Group Pty Ltd is a private entity that provides proof of concept for this construct with 

two core projects: a market-based solution to generate revenue from stranded fossil fuel assets and 

the world’s largest holistic river remediation project. We also aim to establish a global network of 

nurseries for the cross-pollination of ideas and expertise. 

 

https://www.naturalimpactgroup.com/contact

