
Trees are good, that obvious. We aren’t we investing 
enough in companies and funds that are hoping to change 
the world. That’s the puzzling bit. The financial industry has 
been so caught up in the Trump debate, we’ve forgotten to 
talk about the things that actually add value – whether in 
our portfolios or in our conscience. Again, trees are good.

The world of finance has had it easy. The S&P 500 has 
risen over 17,700% since 1928 and realistically, will continue 
to go up in the long run. Nonetheless, the current political 
backdrop of the US trade spat with China has signalled a 
tumultuous time for investors.  In recent months, Trump 
tweets have carried enough weight to send ripples into the 
stock markets, a pretty clear sign that nobody really knows 
what’s going on. Yet despite his antics, Trump’s tenure has 
coincided with a 330% rally in the S&P, refreshing record 
highs on multiple occasions. The combination of tax cuts and 
inward-looking foreign policies have facilitated a stronger 
worker force (unemployment rates are at their lowest levels 
since 1969) and in turn, facilitated a robust equity market. 
Sadly, despite Trump’s unequivocal ability to split opinions, 
portfolio strategy has been straightforward: buy. Equity 

markets as a whole have fared remarkably well, with most 
major indexes returning double digits to respective portfolios 
(side note here that MSCI ESG index has outperformed the 
MSCI World Index). 

Fast forward to more recent data and signs suggest 
a slowdown. This is not only visible in deteriorating 
manufacturing data but also the subsequent safe haven 
rallies. Gold, as an example, has returned 15% since the 
lows in April and judging on recent rhetoric, this trend will 
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continue into 2020. Gold is not the standalone though with 
the Japanese Yen, Silver, Leading/ Coincident Index, and 
indeed the re-emergence of black swan funds all painting 
a gloomy picture. Whatever the indicator, the case remains 
the same for the most part: we’re headed for a recession 
and we don’t know what to do.

This brash statement is perfectly encapsulated by the 
curious case of negative interest rates, which is the bizarre 
phenomenon where investors are actually paying to park 
cash in government debt. This is no niche investment 
strategy either as it is reported that there is over $17 trillion 
USD benchmarked to this negative-yielding debt. This would 
mean that thirty percent of all investment grade securities 
are now giving investors a negative return. Shockingly, this 
number is continuing to grow with some reports putting the 
figure closer to $19 trillion but why? The only real positive 
takeaway from this is that at least there is $19 trillion worth 
of capital that can be mobilised. If only there was something 
that ticked all the boxes...

Traditionally, the idea of economic growth and environmental 
degradation has been a contradiction. You can’t get one 
without the other. Unfortunately, it’s been an easy choice: 
break now and fix later but that mentality is quickly shifting. 
Political rifts, over-bought markets, slowing manufacturing 
data and the ballooning of negative bond yields has new 
‘conscious’ investor made for the right ingredients for a 
new investing approach. Sustainable investing is now an 
industry that has rocketed to a $30.7 trillion and rightly so. 
In the US for example, total assets under management 
using ‘sustainable strategies’ grew 38% from $8.7 trillion at 
the start of 2016 to $12 trillion at the start of 2018. Green 
bonds, renewable energy, forestry, or however we decide 
to invest, the common denominator is that we can achieve 
portfolio growth whilst positively shaping the future. This isn’t 
something that will happen; it’s something that is happening. 

Trees are a good investment. The top 30 asset managers 
that share this opinion have $57 billion invested and it’s not 
surprising. The price of Timber is historically unfaltering. It 
has averaged a growth rate of 6.5% p.a. for the last 200 
years; the only real asset class in existence that has risen 

in almost all of the market collapses of the 20th century. 
This is simply due to the fact that economic development 
is contingent on wood consumption –all the way from 
infrastructure on a macro level, down to the consumer level 
in the way of furniture and paper. As a result of population 
growth, it’s most likely the only real asset class that has a 
stable and clear demand picture. Take China as a prime 
example, whose urban population is forecasted to increase 
to 1 billion – or up to 70% of the total. To facilitate, it’s 
believed that an equivalent of almost 50 cities the size of 
greater London will have to be built over the next 20 years.  
That’s a lot of wood.

If a recessionary phase is inevitable, ‘sustainable forestry’ 
as an investment seems like an obvious choice. Aside 
from the obvious environmental benefits, asset managers 
can expect portfolio growth through product value, 
land appreciation and often through carbon offsetting. 
Regardless of the vehicle, what is clear is that the idea 
of investing in timber is relatively simple, risk free and 
boats attractive returns. The ETFs have returned roughly 
18% ROI YTD whilst more private equity investments will 
consistently provide a 10-15% return a year for 20 years. 
Gold, the commodity that everyone is talking about, hasn’t  
seen anything close to this. Granted, no investment is 
without risk but the reality is timber investment may be the 
closest thing we have to debunking the idea that growth 
comes at the expense of the environment. Capital can be 
deployed to change the world for the better, and as the 
likes of the timber industry matures, portfolios can realise 
healthy returns. Trees are good.

“Benefit your Planet, benefit your Portfolio”
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