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      That was a shock, wasn’t it?

      COVID-19 has shaken us up like nothing since World War II. Some people saw a phenomenon of that magnitude coming; most didn’t. But we’ve all been hit in some way.

      Maybe you lost your job or had your hours cut. Maybe you’re still on the staff, but you’re not sure how long that’s going to last. Or perhaps you’ve suddenly concluded that your job isn’t ethical and supports a system that doesn’t deserve your participation. Perhaps you want to start doing something more meaningful and impactful — but which could involve earning less.

      What to do?

      Whatever your situation, now is the moment to understand that earning less money doesn’t have to be a problem. That reducing the amount that leaves your bank account is as powerful a strategy as topping it up. That spending time on the former is as legitimate as spending time on the latter. Grasp this reality, and you can consider yourself liberated. You’ve now got a ton more options.

      It’s a simple logic. But one to which most of us are blind.

      Why don’t we see it? Because our world is all about ‘earn more, earn more, earn more’; ‘get more, get more, get more’; and ‘buy more, buy more, buy more’! Earning through labour is healthy and honest, while savers are masochistic miseries. Or so we’re told.

      Yet the fact remains that you can reach any given status — financially speaking — by earning less and saving more. Better habits and wiser spending decisions are as good as a pay rise. But our culture doesn’t want you to see that halving your expenses is no different from doubling your salary.

      Unfortunately, that clouding of reality isn’t likely to change much even when we finally emerge from COVID-19. Which is why it’s more critical than ever to see these truths that your parents, your teachers and (if you prefer) ‘the system’ never shared with you.

      But helping you stretch your money is just one part of what this book is about.

      The other part is tied up with those uncomfortable (and more nagging than ever) ethical challenges I mentioned. I want to point out the multitude of ways in which you can contribute to a cleaner, more sustainable Earth through the act of saving money.

      Perhaps it’s no coincidence that the same colour — green — is associated with both a positive bank balance and environmentally sound behaviour. Because when you learn the good habits of saving money, you’re also learning the good habits we need to fix the planet’s increasingly obvious problems. It’s very rare that saving money doesn’t sit hand in hand with doing something sustainable and good for our broader environment — and vice versa. This is a happy relationship I’ve tried to underline again and again in this book.

      The most exciting thing about the natural link between saving money and being more environmentally responsible is that you only have to focus on one of them to achieve both. It’s killing two (metaphorical!) birds with one stone. So you can play to your strengths. Some people find money per se a distasteful goal, worry about being perceived as cheap or just aren’t hardwired to save. Yet deep down they know they need to get their bank balance on track. Well, much of that will come purely from embracing a greener approach to life — something they may be more than happy to do. One kind of green will automatically take care of the other. In the same way, some people are keen to change their habits for the good of the planet but keep putting it off. But when they see that so many of these habits can also be expressed in terms of financial gain, they’ll be going green without even thinking about it!

      Whatever your relationship with money or Earth happens to be, the two-way link between financial saving and taking care of the planet is something we all have working in our favour. My job, then, is not only to show you a variety of practical methods and principles to make your bank balance as healthy as it can be — whether you’re unemployed, working a shop floor or a top executive. It’s also to keep pointing out why a given money-saving strategy is also a planet-saving strategy. And you’ll have every opportunity to come at things from the ‘green’ side of the equation if that’s your preference.

      Remember, we’re soon going to have to start paying the true cost of any unsustainable behaviour — whether we like it or not.⁠1 Government regulations around the world are going to see to that over the next few years. So, life is likely to get significantly more expensive. That’s just one more reason to start saving up more cash in the bank — and cut out those Earth-bashing habits as much as possible.

      So, after being hit by a pandemic that gave us a financial scare but also taught us that we’re able to (and should continue to) adjust our lifestyles, isn’t this the perfect moment to learn the art of saving money in ways that just happen to be impactful?

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 I’m referring here to things like increased flight taxes, vehicle carbon taxes and deposits on re-usable bottles.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Why Me? Why Now?

          

        

      

    

    
      Some people have a talent for sports; others can sing, dance, say witty things off the cuff or turn on the charm. My skill’s nothing like as sexy as any of those: I’m just good at saving money. Ask the average career accountant how many eyes they’ve seen light up when they tell dates of their profession. Looking after pennies isn’t a show that fills stadiums.

      Kids screw up their faces when their parents tell them to save their pocket money wisely. Ebenezer Scrooge was a subject of satire for a reason. Actively saving — somewhat paradoxically in a money-crazed world — has always been a habit ripe for mockery. At best, the idea of getting good at it is just a yawn. Bean-counting makes you boring.

      But what if you could stretch money without even thinking about it? What if it was just happening in the background of a fun and fulfilled life? Like you had some magic touch?

      You wouldn’t say no to the extra cash, would you?

      And that’s kind of what happened to me.

      For a very long time, I didn’t even know I had a ‘gift’ for saving. Until then, I was too busy working extremely modest jobs (or not at all), mostly failing to invest anything, travelling the world and indulging in luxury hobbies like motorsport and golf. But then, as my fourth decade began, I did a double-take at the five-figure balance in my savings account and asked myself, ‘How did that happen?’

      I began to think about what I had done right to reach such a happy state of affairs. For another several years, those thoughts did no more than bubble around my head. I didn’t need to write them down, because I had the instinct within me.

      Then COVID-19 struck. And I witnessed an explosion of fear around me.

      People were flipping out about losing their jobs, their futures and the wellbeing of some supposedly essential machine called ‘the global economy’. I was supposed to be losing my mind along with everyone else: I was 40 and effectively unemployed, selling only a handful of books each day. And there was no indication that things were going to change on that score. Yet I’d never felt more financially serene. I felt immune to the panic.

      It was all down to that five-figure balance. Through 20 years of modest, intermittent labour I had amassed enough liquid money (not shares that had gone to junk!) to live for several years without lifting a finger. I was debt-free. And judging by the general panic, I was in the minority there. It was a surprise to discover that I’d saved tens of thousands of Euros more than peers who were earning multiples of what I was banking. The proverbial rainy day had come, and I found that I had apparently prepared for it best. Without even trying.

      You’re still thinking ‘this guy’s a developer or a lawyer,’ right? Again, no. Writing isn’t a side project for me. I’m an author, editor and journalist by trade. I’ve done a bit of PR and marketing too. These are not, and have never been, among the high-paying professions. Other jobs I’ve done, some of them well into my thirties? Golf caddie, truck driver, leaflet dropper, waiter, barman, cleaner of retirement homes, packer-of-magazines-into-boxes. I’ve even worked as a clown and a Spiderman impersonator. I tried starting a business — and had total revenues of about €45. All things considered, I’ve always been terrible at making money.

      I was also quite good at spending it. Those costly hobbies aside, I’d taken in over 75 countries on my travels. I had, by a lot of measures, been signing cheques more liberally than most. If you’re thinking ‘that can’t possibly add up’ then you’re not alone. Part of me was still thinking that too.

      So if I had €50,000 in the bank after all that, it had to be because I really was, on some level, an ace saver.

      Only now that the coronavirus had come to town did I get the impetus I needed to spell out the mechanics of what that ace saving had involved. Because that’s when it really hit home just how many people had failed to lay any kind of liquid nest egg for a crisis like this. This was the moment I thought, ‘Maybe I should write all of this down…’

      But as I contemplated the relentlessly clear lockdown skies and breathed in the cleanest air my generation had ever enjoyed, I felt like this project shouldn’t only be about the numbers. Because as some shelves went bare and birdsong replaced the groan of traffic as my morning alarm call, I felt compelled to make real changes in my own life. I took it upon myself to ‘shop local’ with immediate effect. I was going to think long and hard about future flying. And I knew there was zero chance I would ever own a car again.

      Like much of humanity, I had truly woken up to the damage ‘normal’ was doing. But most of us were just going to go back to our old ways the moment we had the chance, weren’t we? Could I help prevent that slide by showing people the raw financial benefits of more responsible behaviour? And conversely, could I use the ‘in’ topic of sustainability to sell the dull, derided one that is effective saving?

      With this in mind, I began to boil my hitherto instinctive saving behaviour down into a fundamental strategy others could understand. This done, I examined how it could be applied to specific ‘use cases’ in everyday life. Finally — as I had suspected — I was able to note how doing so almost always represented a sustainable or impactful lifestyle choice too.

      This book is the result of that analysis.

      So now it doesn’t matter if saving isn’t in your blood the way it’s in mine — the pages ahead are a practical manual for getting it right. As you’ll see, saving is easy to learn. And so too, by extension, is doing your part to save this planet from going into meltdown!

      It will be like running a marathon for charity: you’re raising funds whilst doing good! But you can run this race without the pain in your legs. It’s just training. The only thing you have to develop is your mindset and willpower. Soon, with the added motivation that you’re living more responsibly than ever before, these will bed in and become habit. You’ll forget the marathon entirely — until you check your bank account a few years later. At that point, you’ll be rewarded with the same deep and lasting satisfaction long-distance athletes know so well.

      Not just because of the numbers on your screen. But because it was a race well run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What This Book Isn’t

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve tried to keep this book short, sweet and a million miles away from the evangelical bolds and CAPITALS of the ‘self-help’ genre. When I read some of what’s out there, I feel like I’m at a gospel church, listening to some television preacher transforming lives.

      Maybe I’d sell more books that way, but it’s not my way. I’m from South Africa and I’m not going to try and sound like I’m booming out my message from the top-left quarter of the world map. I hope to be read across the globe, and as such I’m expecting you to be absolutely anywhere. I’ll write in British English, and to make a change from the usual assumption that we all live our lives in Dollars, I’ll be using Euros as my reference currency. I did pen this book in Austria, after all.

      I’m not in this because I plan to tour the world’s auditoriums, basking in the grateful applause of audiences whose lives I’ve changed. (Though I don’t completely loathe the thought!) And I will not have my teeth artificially whitened and appear on the cover of this or any other book. I cling to the noble idea that worthwhile advice should be able to sell itself.

      Nor do I want to try and sound like some sentimental buddy who’s going to put their arm around you and ‘walk you through’ your escape from credit card debt or the dark, scary world of money. I’m going to treat you as an intelligent person. Because if you’re interested in sustainability and the bigger picture of the world you live in — regardless of your savings record — then clearly you’re smart enough not to be patronised. Anyway, I’m not a qualified expert. The only impressive pieces of paper I can wave in your face are my bank records. (Is there such a thing as a degree in personal money-saving anyway?) I’m just a regular guy sharing what’s worked for him in the past and what makes sense to him for the future.

      And to return to the brevity thing: I don’t wish to stretch out a simple two-hour read into a six-hour one by means of lengthy, made-up anecdotes beginning with ‘Rachel was 42 and had hit rock bottom…’

      So there won’t be an inspiring, against-the-odds story here. I didn’t come back from a place of loss and hopelessness. I’m not going to tell you I know what it is to be in debt and to have a bank balance mired in the red. Nobody has ever threatened to break my kneecaps for defaulting. No such excitement to report — I’m boring, stock standard and bang average! My parents paid for a university education, and thanks to an aunt’s birthday contributions I had a couple of hundred Pounds in a British bank account before I graduated. So yeah
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