
AFTER THE IPCC REPORT: 
NOW WHAT? 

In early August, the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
published an authoritative new major report — its first since 2014. The 
landmark report synthesized the findings of over 200 of the world’s leading 
climate scientists, eight years of research, and over 14,000 scientific papers. 
Significantly, the report was also approved by 195 national governments. As a 
public service to readers, we can summarize the findings and conclusions of the 
report’s 3,900 pages roughly as follows:

1. The current global climate situation is even worse than was previously 
thought.

2. That situation is deteriorating even more rapidly than had been previously 
believed, even by experts.

The report does provide one potential ray of hope, however: if the world can 
halve global carbon emissions by 2034 and achieve net zero emissions by 
2050, the goal of keeping warming to the 1.5 degrees Celsius target — the more 
ambitious of the Paris Accord targets of 2015 — is still attainable. That said, net 
zero by 2050 will be an extremely, extremely heavy lift. The IPCC report will 
certainly reinforce the urgency of taking decisive action, but what may be an 
even more powerful driver is what people can actually see with their own eyes 
(and on their TV and smart phone screens) happening all around the world 
already: unprecedented heat waves, wildfires, droughts, floods, and hurricanes. 

This will inevitably put more pressure on politicians, and may even stiffen 
their spines as they prepare for the next global climate summit, COP 26, in 
Glasgow in November. There is no question that, if the political will can be 
found, governments can be major players in the necessary transformation 
and decarbonization of the global economy over the next decade. (Based on 
the IPCC report, that is about how long we have to make fundamental and 
aggressive changes).
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Governments have a wide range of tools at their disposal with which to make 
a difference: regulatory changes, major investments in R&D and innovation, tax 
incentives, direct grants to promising companies, loans and loan guarantees, and 
so on. The Biden $1 trillion infrastructure plan currently awaiting final approval 
is one good example of government action; if the even more ambitious $3.5 
trillion infrastructure package developed unilaterally by the Democrats can also 
be passed, so much the better. Similarly aggressive efforts are also underway 
in the EU, China, and elsewhere. Most of these initiatives are to be heartily 
commended, but they are nowhere near adequate to the task.

To produce solutions on anywhere near the scale required, the private sector will 
need to ramp up its efforts dramatically. Encouragingly, there are myriad signs 
that this is already beginning to happen:

	● Corporations are starting to step up, and in a big way. Over 300 major 
companies have already made public commitments to net zero. Equally if not 
important, several of the leading ones have, for the first time, launched major 
climate-focused investment funds of their own: Amazon’s $2 billion fund and 
both Microsoft’s and Unilever’s $1 billion ones are good examples.

	● Institutional investors are making a fundamental strategic shift in a more 
climate-aware direction, shifting more and more of their investments towards 
companies and investment funds which are demonstrating greater “carbon 
efficiency”. Public pension funds , sovereign wealth funds, and massive 
commercial fund managers such as BlackRock are all realigning their 
investment strategies. (That said, greenwashing does remain a clear and 
present danger ….)

	● Venture capital funds, now recovered from their cleantech traumas of the 
2010’s, are re-entering the cleantech space in growing numbers. A recent 
PWC report, The State of Climate Tech in 2020, documents a growth in 
climate-driven venture capital investment of fully 3750%  between 2013 and 
2019. Unfortunately, in absolute terms, this translates into only $16 billion, 
which is demonstrably only a tiny fraction of what is both imperative and 
possible.

Make no mistake: while governmental, corporate, and consumer action of all 
sorts is critically necessary, it will ultimately be the actions of investors that will 
make or break the fight against runaway climate change. Fortunately, more 
and more leading investors are recognizing not just the imperative but also the 
opportunity. Legendary investor Bill Gross recently put it this way:

“Solving climate change with technology is the single biggest investment 
opportunity in history — not just in this decade, but in history.”    
(Statement at Barron’s Investment Conference, July 3, 2020)

We at Invest Green would concur entirely. But, despite all the progress being 
made elsewhere in the investment ecosystem, we believe that there remains one 
important potential leverage point which is currently being dramatically under-
utilized: the retail investor. There have been few if any concerted attempts to 
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mobilize the recent tidal wave of retail investor interest in all things green and 
direct a significant proportion of it towards privately-held cleantech companies, 
where the next Teslas of the world are to be found. At present, it is practically 
impossible for the average retail investor to invest in promising cleantech 
companies before they become publicly traded — i.e., when the very best 
returns can be made.

Moreover, with many venture capital firms retreating further along the 
company maturation curve, there is a growing dearth of capital available to 
early-stage cleantech entrepreneurs — at precisely the point where it is most 
desperately needed.

 

Harnessing The Retail Investor Tsunami

The confluence of at least five powerful megatrends has triggered the recent 
explosion of activity by retail investors, trading on their own accounts:

	● The advent of zero commission trading in 2019, as well as the spread of 
lower minimum account size requirements

	● A dramatically increased volume of online information about potentially 
investable companies

	● The growing availability of stock trading platforms and apps such as 
Robinhood, designed to be used on smart phones

	● The growth of online chat rooms such as Reddit, where new investors can 
not only exchange company information but also whip each other into what 
is often “irrational exuberance” about particular stocks

	● The COVID lockdown, which has created both increased free time and a lack 
of competing ways of spending discretionary income

The result has been a literally unprecedented explosion of retail investment: in 
2020 alone, J.P. Morgan estimates that 10 million new stock trading accounts 
were opened in the United States, six million of them on Robinhood. And the 
trend has continued into 2021: an additional 7.8 million new trading accounts 
were opened in January and February alone! This has had a profound impact 
on both the nature and balance of power in the investment industry: the 
Financial Times estimates that in the first quarter of 2021, individual retail 
investors in the U.S. did as much equity trading as the entire mutual fund 
and hedge fund industries combined! We’re talking about some serious 
financial firepower here: in 2020 the U.S. Securities and Exchange commission 
estimated that retail investors held $29 trillion in equities — over 58% of the 
U.S. equity market.

What’s even more important, a substantial and rapidly-growing proportion 
of that retail investment wave is focused on “green” investment, much of 
it driven by environmentally-aware millennials. While definitions in this 
area are notoriously tricky, the Global Sustainable Investment Alliance has 
estimated that retail investors account for roughly 25% of the $35 trillion 
currently invested “sustainably” worldwide in 2020. This represents nearly 9 
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trillion dollars, and that number continues to grow. But for our purposes, the 
key question is this: how much of that capital is actually finding its way into 
supporting promising but early-stage, privately-held climate tech companies 
and entrepreneurs? The answer, sadly, is: at the moment, very little. Many of the 
most exciting, dynamic, and potentially profitable opportunities — privately held, 
pre-IPO companies — are essentially out of reach to the average investor. (Think 
Tesla, before its public listing, and the nearly 2,000% return it generated for its 
early investors.)

Instead, the firms capitalizing on those opportunities are the leading incumbent 
cleantech venture capital companies such as Sequoia Capital, Kleiner Perkins, 
Khosla Ventures, and Breakthrough Energy Ventures. Unfortunately, the 
“privilege” of investing in their funds is generally restricted to institutions, family 
offices, and high net-worth individuals. In short, the average retail investor need 
not apply . And even if they could participate on those funds — and they can’t — 
their money would be tied up and unavailable to them for literally years.

This is not to say that retail investors can’t invest in cleantech companies at 
all; they can and do. Indeed, literally billions of dollars are being invested in 
individual cleantech companies, many of them with extremely dubious histories 
and commercial potential. But such investments have two major problems (over 
and above the dodgy credentials and prospects of the companies themselves): 
first, the companies are already publicly traded and their valuations are so 
stratospheric that making a good investment return has become virtually 
impossible; and second, they are single companies, where the investors’ eggs 
are all in one basket — and a highly risky one at that.

What’s needed instead is a way for the average retail investor to invest in 
a diversified portfolio of well-researched, high quality, private cleantech 
companies, while also obtaining the liquidity which conventional venture capital 
cannot provides.

At Invest Green, we believe that the best way to accomplish this is by creating 
a new, hybrid vehicle: a publicly-traded company whose mission it is to research, 
find, and invest in the very best early-stage private cleantech companies. 
That would provide the average retail investor with three major benefits: the 
ability to access those opportunities in the first place; the risk diversification 
created by participating in an entire portfolio of such companies; and the 
liquidity of a publicly-traded stock. Not incidentally, such a vehicle could also 
make a significant contribution to attacking the climate challenges so clearly 
documented in the latest IPCC report.

Creating such a vehicle is precisely what we’re doing at Invest Green.

The writer, Dr. Matthew Kiernan, is the co-founder and Executive Chairman of 
Invest Green, Inc. Widely recognized as one of the pioneers in the sustainable 
investment space, he has spent 30 years in the field. The photo shows Dr. 
Kiernan at the World Economic Forum, Davos, with Lord Stern, Chair of the 
Climate Change Institute at the London School of Economics, George Soros, 
and Nobel Prize Winner Joseph Stiglitz
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