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Get Your
Microplastics
Out of My Beer!
by Ryan Jones-Casey
The community I call home,
Duluth, MN, happens to be
perched on a steep hillside that
runs down to the shores of the
largest freshwater lake in the
world, Lake Superior. There’s
hardly a place in town where
you can’t turn around and see
the lake stretching out across
the horizon. With such an Lake Superior
expansive geographical feature
nearby, it’s not surprising that
people who live here share a special affinity for the lake,
borne out in the names of local businesses (Lake Superior
Brewing Company, Lake Superior Garden Center), local
colleges (Lake Superior College), and the plethora of Lake
Superior tattoos that adorn the bodies of many young locals.

Your Money or Your Life
by James Frazier
Best-selling author and Natural Investments client Vicki
Robin recently published a fully revised fourth edition
of her classic book, Your Money or Your Life: 9 Steps to
Transforming Your Relationship with Money and Achieving
Financial Independence. With more than 1 million copies
sold over the past 25 years, this book has guided countless
people to take control of their spending, reduce debt,
increase savings, and ultimately achieve financial independence. We are honored that Vicki asked us to collaborate on
revising the last chapter of this edition, and we are grateful
that she was able to take a short
break from her book promotion
tour to speak with us.

Because Duluth people love Lake Superior with such fervor,
we were outraged when we read about a recent study
published in the peer-reviewed journal Plos One that found
eight of nine tap water samples taken from all five Great
Lakes, including our beloved Lake Superior, contained
plastics. It was especially alarming for the significant
population of beer lovers in our community to learn that
scientists also found micro-plastics
in all of the 12 brands of beer
brewed with water drawn from the
Inside this ISSUE
Great Lakes.
Plastics are a worldwide problem.
Freshwater sources around the
world, not to mention the oceans,
are filled with plastic that takes
several hundred years to break
down: shopping bags, six-pack
rings, food wrappers, and fibers
from synthetic clothing, among
many other forms. The plastic
fragments make their way into
our food chain, with devastating
results, as shown by the haunting
film Albatross.
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James: To me, your book stands
out because it’s a values-based
program. The true goal seems
to be helping people ensure that
their money serves their lives and
their values, not the other way
around. How do we overcome
the overwhelming force of
consumerism?
Vicki: One of the most powerful
things about Your Money or Your
Life is asking people to do an
honest evaluation of whether the
money they’re spending is actually

Scott Secrest, page 7
continued on page 2

continued on page 3

Get Your Microplastics Out of My Beer!

continued from cover

A 2015 University of Georgia study, Plastic Waste Inputs from
Land into the Ocean, concluded that the ocean contains
far more degraded plastic than previously believed—an
estimated 150 million tons of plastic, with 8 million tons
added annually. That’s equivalent to a garbage truck load
every minute. The consequences are unimaginable: if we
don’t take action, our oceans will contain more plastic
than fish by 2050, according to a 2016 study by the Ellen
MacArthur Foundation.

out polystyrene foam coffee cups, which wreak havoc on
marine life. In 2014, Procter & Gamble agreed to make 90%
of its packaging recyclable; Colgate-Palmolive pledged to
make all packaging recyclable in three of four operating
divisions and to use 50% recycled content by 2020. Target
Corp. agreed in 2017 to engage with its suppliers to phase
out the use of harmful polystyrene foam for e-commerce
packaging. And Unilever has agreed to make 100% of its
packaging recyclable, reusable, or compostable by 2025.

Local and National Solutions

Investing in a Zero-Waste Future

The good news is that concerned citizens are taking tangible
steps to address the issue of plastics in our environment,
both locally and nationally.

In addition to advocacy, there are multiple ways investors
can tilt their investment portfolios towards environmental
solutions. And while the following should not be considered
a specific recommendation for you, each are examples
of investments geared toward reducing waste, resource
optimization, and creating a better world for us all.

Here in Duluth, we’re lucky to have the organization Bag it
Duluth, which is working to reduce our community’s dependence on single-use plastic bags and straws through a city
ordinance to promote zero-waste strategies and environmentally preferable to-go containers. Early supporters
include well-known local businesses including Loll Designs,
faith communities like Peace United Church of Christ and
the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Duluth, and
restaurants including At Sarah’s Table and Duluth Grill.
Taking the lead on the international stage, Rwanda banned all
single-use plastic bags in 2008. In 2015, the UK government
introduced a 5 pence levy on all single-use plastic bags,
leading to an 80% reduction in their use. In 2016, California
became the first state to impose a statewide ban on plastic
bags. Other cities, including Austin, Cambridge, and Seattle,
have imposed 5-10 cent fees. Using sensible incentives,
communities around the world are taking tangible steps to
significantly reduce plastic waste.

Socially Responsible Investors
Taking Shareholder Action
The broadest coalition of socially responsible investors
working to engage companies on plastic pollution is called
the Plastic Solutions Investors Alliance. They are comprised
of twenty-five institutional investors, from four countries
with a combined $1 trillion of assets under management,
who have all signed a declaration citing plastic pollution as
a clear corporate brand risk and pledging to interact with
leading companies to find solutions through new corporate
commitments, programs, and policies. Their initial engagements will be with four large consumer goods companies:
Nestle, Procter & Gamble, PepsiCo, and Unilever.
As You Sow, the nation’s leading non-profit leader in shareholder advocacy, has successfully engaged companies on
waste reduction. In 2013, following engagement with As
You Sow, McDonald’s and Dunkin’ Brands agreed to phase
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Pax Global Environmental Markets Fund
This fund utilizes a global thematic strategy to invest in
companies that are developing innovative solutions to
resource challenges in four key areas: energy efficiency
and renewable energy, water infrastructure, waste
management, and sustainable food and agriculture. One
of the companies currently in the portfolio is Suez SA, a
diversified waste management business that has pioneered
plastic recycling by developing plants in France that
convert polyethylene terephthalate (PET) in plastic bottles
into food packaging. Every year, the company recycles
40,000 tons of PET plastic bales.

Calvert Global Water Fund
This fund is positioned to take advantage of long-term
investment trends in water infrastructure and address global
issues of water quality and scarcity. The fund offers opportunity across the water value chain—not just on the supply
side (water utilities, water infrastructure, and technologies),
but also in companies that are demonstrating leadership in
reducing their water footprint.
When it comes to our own consumption of plastic, the
sheer ubiquity of it presents a significant obstacle for those
of us seeking to eliminate it from our lives. But solving the
global crisis of plastic is not something that can be achieved
through individual action—although such actions can
certainly support an important shift in public attitudes.
Innovation and a large-scale corporate commitment to the
cause—along with a culture shift—are critical components
for success that we can advance through our investing.

v

Your Money or Your Life
buying them a life they love. It’s simply a set of tools that
together, in synergy with one another, induce a question:
Is how you’re spending this piece of “your one wild and
precious life”—is it worth it to you? And when we say,
“worth it to you,” we break that down into four things.
First, is it making you happy? We’re talking about a deeper
sense of satisfaction that is linked to being able to be aware
of what you enjoy. The second measure: Is this purchase in
alignment with my purpose? Is it taking me where I want to
go in terms of the direction of my life? The third question
is: Would I be buying this if I didn’t have to work for a
living? If I could spend my time however I wanted to, is this
something I would still be buying? The fourth question is: Is
this buying me the kind of world I want to live in and I want
my children to live in? So these are the four questions you
ask about expenditures of life energy. And they’re not right
or wrong—it’s just something to help you orient.

continued from cover
opportunities such as local small businesses and renewable
energy. What inspired you to do this?
Vicki: I’m not one to recommend one strategy over another.
But because of the values I have, I’ve been putting every
dollar possible of my investments to work for creating a
world I want to live in, the world I’d like to leave behind.

That’s the thing that I actually love about this approach.
We’re offering [the idea] that money actually is a snapshot
of who you are. We want people to basically just tell
themselves the truth about what’s going on. Because in our
experience, as people do this, their expenses tend to drop
like a rock. As an environmentalist, [I appreciate how] this
reduces the pressure on the planet, lowering consumption.
James: You are a baby boomer, yet this new edition was
updated to be more relevant for millennials. To do this,
you’ve been doing tons of engagement with that generation.
What have you learned about them, and what do you think
it means for our collective future?
Vicki: Interesting question. The people I’ve met understand
that basically the social contract is broken. There’s nobody
out there who’s going to save them. And they can’t just
sign on to a business or something that’s going to actually
guarantee them secure passage from graduating college to
the grave. And that sense of security—the Boomers grew up
in that, we believed in it. That social contract is gone.
There are so many opportunities to make money, and
that’s really forcing young people to be entrepreneurs.
People are figuring it out; they’re analyzing their talents
and harvesting money from a system that’s in flux. There’s
really a lot of creativity. These are the ones who say, “I see
a way through.” It’s really like they see the light, and they
see that we can migrate from this losing strategy of trying
to get something—some business or some organization—to
provide for us. They can take advantage of this opportunity,
and they go for it.
James: Those of us who practice Socially Responsible
Investing (SRI) really appreciate that you added it to your
chapter on investing, along with other emerging investment

When I talk about local investing—it’s got multiple returns
and that’s one of the things I like. I’m harvesting as much
for my money as anybody who’s in index funds, and I’m
also building social capital while I do it, so that everybody
I loan to becomes a friend. I’m building a stronger local
economy—hopefully, one that will be sturdy enough to
provide for us in the years ahead.
My secret agenda really is that I’m watching what’s happening
in the world and there’s going to be a lot of people falling out
of the bottom of this basket. And whether it’s climate change
or economic crashes or whatever it is, I wanted to provide
people with some ideas about how to build a stronger base
for themselves both in relocalization and in strengthening
their communities, in human relations, in their networks. All
of those are forms of wealth—social capital.
James: Is there anything else you’d like to share with our
readers?
Vicki: We have a Facebook community growing by 5 to 10
people a day. It’s called Your Money or Your Life Community.
James: Thank you Vicki.
To learn more or purchase Vicki’s book, visit
YourMoneyOrYourLife.com

v
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Hope Credit Union: Impact Banking for a Hopeful Future
by Sara Loving
As institutions that give profits back to their members rather
than to shareholders, credit unions are usually a better
banking option than megabanks. However, choosing a credit
union is no guarantee that your money is being used most
effectively in your communities. There are low-impact credit
unions, just like there are low-impact banks.
This year, Hope Credit Union won the Wall Street Journal
Financial Inclusion Challenge for its high-impact, exemplary
work in the US South to reinvigorate communities that have
traditionally had few financial options. The award is given
to the organization that most effectively provides financial
security to those who have previously struggled economically. The Wall Street Journal specifically emphasized Hope’s
work in the Mississippi delta, a region with historically high
poverty rates.
In many towns Hope works in, there are no financial institutions besides payday loan and check cashing businesses,
and many residents are understandably distrustful of the

Hope Credit Union mortgage client and first-time homeowner
Melbatine Hunter. Photo courtesy Hope Credit Union.
banking industry. Hope has committed to providing excellent
banking services and resources to those who need them
most—low-income families and communities in towns that
are otherwise banking deserts—for 28 years. Hope’s mission
is “to be a community development financial institution that
provides a substantial number of low-wealth people and
communities with the financial tools and resources needed
to achieve a better quality of life.” In the towns and cities
where it operates, Hope has clearly brought this vision to life.
Formed in 1995 as Mississippi’s only church-sponsored
credit union, Hope Credit Union was created by members of
Anderson United Methodist to offer vital financial services to
low-income residents of Jackson through asset development,
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financial education, and community reinvestment. Since
connecting to other faith-based organizations driven to
community investment in 2000, it has grown enormously
and expanded its financial service offerings at its branches
and online.
In one year alone (2015-2016), Hope Credit Union increased
lending by 93%, primarily in housing (56% increase) and
business lending (153% increase). These areas of lending are
particularly important because both allow borrowers to build
and spread wealth in their communities. Megabanks often
focus primarily on consumer lending, which is important
but does not provide a foundation for long-term wealth to
the individuals receiving the loans. Socially responsible
banking institutions have high rates of mortgage lending and/
or small business lending, with an emphasis on underserved
individuals and neighborhoods.
Many of the people Hope serves have never had a checking
account or any amount of savings, and they desperately need
housing and small business loans to begin to build wealth.
Hope provides these individuals with not only the
loans to become self-sufficient, but with the education
and individualized attention they need to start trusting
financial institutions and building wealth.
Due to both geography and mission, many of the
individuals and communities Hope Credit Union
works with are black. It is inarguable that banking and
race in this country are inextricably intertwined; those
who think otherwise should ask themselves if they’d
prefer to walk into a bank and apply for a loan as a
black person or a white person. The historical disparity
in US banking has greatly contributed to the severe
wealth gap between black and white Americans.
Institutions like Hope, which primarily serve and are
run by people of color, get money into the hands of
individuals who have been disproportionately and
intentionally neglected by traditional US banks.
Institutions like Hope Credit Union do more than
just provide financial services; they support and nurture
the communities they work in and have a commitment to
positively influencing the lives of those who are financially
struggling the most. When we decide to move our money
out of megabanks and into banking institutions like these,
we may not feel we are really changing the way the banking
industry works. But making the change will encourage others
around you to do so as well, and this effect can ripple through
communities. This can eventually help move large amounts
of capital to places where it’s used for good. The more we
support banks and credit unions like Hope, the more our
money matters.

v

Advocating for Our Collective Future
by Brady Quirk-Garvan
I was one of several Natural
Investments advisers to travel
to Washington, D.C., in May to
participate in a day of advocacy
organized by USSIF: The Forum
for Sustainable and Responsible
Investment.
You may be wondering why a
group of financial advisors who
are on a mission to transform the
world into a more equitable place
would venture into the political
arena. It’s a good question, and
it’s one with an important answer.
Right now, strategies for using
investing as a tool for social change
are under attack. The Security and
Exchange Commission is trying to
scare pension funds away from
socially responsible investments by rolling back rules put
in place during the Obama era. In Congress, Republicans
are trying to strip away our right to engage in shareholder
advocacy—taking away one of our best tools for advancing
systemic change in corporations. Over at the Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau, they are letting the foxes guard
the henhouse, to the detriment of all consumers.
It’s in this context that Natural Investments decided to take
a stand. We decided to travel as a group to ask our representatives and senators for better laws and to demand they
stop rolling back the progress that has been made over the
last decade in our industry.
The organizer of this lobbying day was USSIF: The Forum
for Sustainable and Responsible Investing. They brought
together investment groups like Natural Investments, mutual
fund managers, and larger institutional investors. All told,
our lobbying contingent was more than 100 people strong.
The goal of this effort was to make sure that our members of
Congress knew about our industry and how passionate our
clients (like you!) are about socially responsible investing
and our ability to engage in shareholder activism. We
wanted to be sure that our Representatives were hearing
from people like us - not just huge wall street firms.
During our time we focused on three goals:
• Fully fund the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC):
We believe regulators must have the tools and resources to
go after people who are out to defraud US consumers.
• Protect our ability to file shareholder resolutions: A House
bill proposes to impose a 1% ownership threshold for filing

shareholder resolutions. This would mean that only billionaires would be eligible to file shareholder resolutions. We
believe this is not only unethical but something that would
hurt companies.
• Advance awareness and protection of socially responsible and impact investing: The current administration has
tried to scare some larger pension funds from engaging
in impact and socially responsible investing. We want to
make sure the members of Congress know we’ve been
doing this work for decades, and that there is real appetite
for it. We believe that individuals should have control
over their own money and should be allowed to invest it
according to their values.
After undergoing training in the morning and going over the
specifics of the bills, our team at Natural Investments met
with dozens of staffers in our representatives’ offices. As
you can imagine, some of them were more receptive to our
cause then others, but all of them graciously welcomed us
into their office and heard our pitch.
This obviously won’t be the end of our actions. Many of us
are following up with those staffers and may hold additional
meetings in our home town. What we do know is that we
will not be silent while our industry and mission are under
attack from this administration. We will defend our clients’
right to invest in social change, influence the behavior of
companies, and help create the world we dream of. And
we will fight for that right, no matter who is in charge in
Washington, D.C.

v
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Data vs. Drama, a Cautionary Tale
by Christopher Peck
FACTFULNESS:
Ten Reasons We’re Wrong About the World –
and Why Things Are Better Than You Think
By Hans Rosling
Hardcover: 352 pp. Flatiron Books
The conundrum about this book is that it really should be
read by those folks who never read books. You know who
I’m talking about. The late Hans Rosling, who died in 2017
after an impressive career in education and public health,

airplane crash. Compare that to hundreds in the 1950s or
thousands in the 1930s. Similar to the point Steven Pinker
makes in his book, Enlightenment Now, we fixate on scary,
one-off, dramatic stories and miss the fact that the world is
safer now than it’s ever been.
Rosling thinks of urgency as “one of the worst distorters of
our worldview.” I highlight this instinct because it is likely
that you and I are both susceptible. We may not fall for the
salesman’s “last chance!” claim, but our conversations on
climate change might give old Hans a reason to scold us
from his lectern.
I often say that climate change is the most pressing
problem we face, often to the exclusion of other problems,
but perhaps I could be more considered in my thinking.
Racism, misogyny, and wealth inequality claim lives on a
daily basis. The future of our democracy is a pressing issue.
But if we pile on too much urgency we are just as likely to
turn away in overwhelm, give up, and settle back into our
preferred distractions. So how do we find a middle way?
The professor, no surprise, suggests we approach with “cool
heads and robust, independent data.” He prefers “baby
steps and constant evaluation, not drastic actions.”

urges us to let the data tell the story, rather than imposing
a narrative based on our “dramatic instincts.” He highlights
ten ways that our instinctual bias and craving for drama,
similar to our craving for sugar and lethargy, undermine
our wellbeing. Rosling experienced firsthand how sharing
accurate (and beautiful) data is insufficient to the task of
overcoming these dramatic instincts.
Hence Factfulness, his final book and swan song, a highly
readable plea to the world to come back to its collective
senses and return to the evidence. For a book that stresses
the need for solid data, it’s not dry or academic but packed
with amusing anecdotes and confessions. I recommend it
especially to public servants and activists, and to everyone
who wants to make better decisions based on reality.
We are all familiar with the power of fear—how it tunnels
our attention and short-circuits our decision-making. We
literally cannot see properly when we’re afraid, let alone
think clearly. But data can be an antidote. Riding in a car
leaving the airport in Washington, D.C., recently, the driver
asked me if I was afraid to fly. I said no and asked why. The
driver mentioned the woman who had been killed recently
after almost being sucked out a window of a plane. But I
had just read Rosling’s chapter on fear, in which he shares
flight fatality data over 100 years. In the last five years only
one person per 10 billion passenger miles has died in an
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My one criticism is
Rosling’s glorious, blessed
naïveté in thinking a
book can change hearts
and minds. How will
Factfulness
alter
the
course of the conspiracy
theories and victimhood
narrative
reverberating
in the right-wing echo
chamber? If you are
already deliberate with
your decision-making—if
you believe in reading
and research, and you
use checklists—this book
offers insights that may
help you improve what you’re already doing. But for the folks
who don’t read books? In one of his most powerful stories,
Rosling is saved from machete-wielding science skeptics
not by evidence alone but by a persuasive grandmother in
the village of Makanga (in what is today the Democratic
Republic of Congo) who exhibited “razor-sharp logic AND
perfect rhetoric at a moment of extreme tension.” It’s a
powerful reminder that no matter how valuable factfulness
is, we are hardwired to be enticed by powerful storytelling.

v

What’s Up on Wall Street
by Scott Secrest AAMS®
The stock market headed into summer on an up note, with
large company stocks rising 3.4% for the quarter and small
company stocks up 7.8%, though foreign stocks were down
1.2%. More interest rate hikes continued to weigh on bonds,
which were off 0.2% over the three months.
The bond market is historically far less risky
(volatile) than the stock market, though
the market still does fluctuate. One of the
key drivers of bond market fluctuations is
movement in interest rates. The Fed, which
sets short-term rates, has increased the
rate twice so far in 2018 and has stated
its intention to raise it twice more. Bond
values move opposite the direction of
interest rates because when newly issued
bonds are offering higher rates, existing
bonds are less valuable in comparison.
This has contributed to the recent low and
even negative return in bonds. Still, bonds
provide valuable ballast to investment
accounts by offsetting some of the more
dramatic downside risk of the stock market.
As such, we generally believe that it is a
better idea to hang on to bonds through
the interest rate cycles. At some point in the
future, rates are likely to fall again.
Much of the stock market volatility during the quarter was
related to the Trump administration’s announcements on
adding and/or expanding tariffs on foreign made goods.
A tariff is a special tax levied on imported products. The
theory goes that the added tax makes the foreign goods
more expensive and therefore less competitive than
domestic products, thereby boosting demand for domestically made goods. This in turn may contribute to growth in
the domestic economy. However, attaching tariffs to foreign
goods invites retaliatory actions from those trading partners,
and indeed this is what we’re seeing play out.
Because the less expensive imported products will now
be more expensive due to the tariffs, and the domestic
products were generally more expensive already, the
overall effect can be to create inflationary pressure. Inflation
without corresponding wage increases lowers general living
standards. Moreover, enough inflation can undermine the
very economy the tariffs are supposed to protect.
With some imagination, we might conclude that the
administration is carrying out a veiled yet well-crafted plan
within the highly complex world of international trade
and economics. Another analysis might be that there is
little policy at all other than the administration’s general

belief that the U.S. has been taken advantage of in trade
and it’s time to make things right. Whatever it is, the stakes
are extraordinarily high. The modern global economy is
a complex ecosystem operating in a delicate balance. It
doesn’t take much injudicious tinkering to create systemic
imbalances with damaging and far-reaching consequences.

In June, the executive branch reversed a policy on separating
immigrant families that sent children to separate and often
distant holding facilities from their parents. This was part of
the “zero-tolerance” policy regarding unlawful immigration.
The administration has previously announced its objective
to reduce legal immigration as well – by half. Questions
of morality aside, the economics of it are at odds with the
president’s stated economic growth objectives. According
the Wall Street Journal, the surge of retiring baby boomers
is reshaping the U.S. into a country with fewer workers to
support the elderly though programs such as social security
and Medicare. The ratio of retired Americans to working
Americans has increased significantly in recent decades.
America’s birth rate registered another record low in
2017 in nearly all age groups according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. Growing, or the very least
maintaining, the labor force is a cornerstone of economic
stability and expansion—especially in an economy like
ours, where service jobs account for about 80% of privatesector employment. Economists of all political stripes have
noted that working age immigrants will be an indispensable
component of U.S. economic security in the future.
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