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What will the world look like in 2100? It’s 
an intriguing question and one that the UK 
Met Office has attempted to answer with a 
newly-released map that predicts how cli-
mate change will impact humans by the end 
of the 21st century - assuming that we do 
not adapt to it.

Called the “Human Dynamics of Climate 
Change”, it is a delightful web of links and 
information that one can explore to get in-
sights on how different impacts will interact 
in different scenarios. Companies gazing into 
the crystal ball for a hint on what the future 
could look like and how it could impact their 
businesses may just find what they need.

In Southeast Asia, the frequency and in-
tensity of flooding events is set to increase, 
along with warm day temperatures. These are 
long-term issues that governments will have 
to prepare for. But for now, both the public 

and private sector in countries in the region 
are busy fighting a scourge that is more im-
mediate - the haze. 

For this second issue, we travelled to ground 
zero - Riau, Sumatra - to report on why Indo-
nesian forests are burning, how companies are 
involved and study some possible solutions. 
Our special report also includes stories on 
related issues such as food, water, land rights 
and corporate responsibility.

Some other highlights include coverage of 
UNDP administrator Helen Clark’s inaugural 
lecture at the UNDP Global Centre on Public 
Service Excellence in Singapore, interviews with 
the Centre for Liveable Cities executive director 
Khoo Teng Chye on eco-cities and Accenture 
managing director of strategy and sustainabili-
ty services Peter Lacy on the circular economy. 
This issue also features some exclusives in which 
subject experts offer practical advice on topics 
such as how to improve employee engagement 
on sustainability, why businesses should have a 
sustainability committee and how to set one up.

We have introduced a new section where 
we will review books in this space that seek 
to enlighten and/or entertain us on matters 
close to our heart. If you’d like to submit sug-
gestions on what books we should review, do 
get in touch!
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What will the 
world look 
like in 2100?

B By the end of the century, if no ef-
forts are made to mitigate climate 
change, the frequency and intensity 
of flooding events in Southeast Asia 

is set to increase by 77 per cent. Warm day 
temperatures will go up by an average of 
4.3°C and the number of days in drought 
will increase by 5 per cent. 

But if the world takes rapid and signifi-
cant action to mitigate greenhouse gas emis-
sions such that they peak in 2040 and then 
decline, these numbers could be reduced. 

The increase in frequency of flood events 
in Southeast Asia would be limited to 51 
per cent, and warm day temperatures would 
only increase by 1.2°C. The projected in-
crease in drought days would also be re-
duced to 3 per cent.

These findings were revealed in a report on 
the ‘Human Dynamics of Climate Change’, 
launched in London in July by the British 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO).

Developed by the UK Met Office Hadley 
Centre, the report examines how weather 
patterns, natural disasters, trade flows, food 
production, and water security will be af-
fected if greenhouse gas emissions continue 
along a “business as usual” scenario. 

The findings have been consolidated in 
a comprehensive map, which shows the 
interconnected nature of the impact of cli-
mate change. Present day scenarios of trade 
flows, population density and resource 
scarcity are presented alongside predicted 
changes on the map.
Read more here.

infographic

The UK Met Office has released 
new maps that outline how 
climate change will affect the 
world in terms of trade, natural 
disasters, food and water 
security by 2100.

http://www.eco-business.com/news/what-will-world-look-like-2100/
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United Nations Development Programme 
administrator Helen Clark has urged 
wider society to remove barriers that 
have held women back from taking 

leadership roles, pointing out that companies 
that include women in decision-making per-
form better.

Speaking at the inaugural lecture at the UNDP 
Global Centre for Public Service Excellence in 
Singapore, Ms Clark said women’s leadership in 

the private sector is beginning to receive increased 
attention and that the corporate sector is the “last 
bastion of male dominance of top positions”.

Ms Clark, who is also the former prime min-
ister of New Zealand, pointed out that in OECD 
countries, women account for under one third of 
senior managers, and there is only one woman 
for every ten men on corporate boards.  

“Clearly, there is much work to be done to 
close these gaps,” she said.

By Jessica cheam

The United Nations Development Programme administrator Helen Clark delivering a lecture and hosting a panel discussion at the Global Centre of 
Public Service Excellence in Singapore. Image: Wahid Photography SG

UNDP leader Helen Clark calls for the removal of barriers for 
increased women participation in leadership roles in both the 
public and private sector.

Businesses with women in 
leadership roles do better

feature
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Recent research examining gender balance in 
the top 300 companies across the United States, 
Europe, and Asia makes the case that gender 
balance must be pursued not only on corporate 
boards, but also among senior managers on ex-
ecutive committees who report directly to the 
CEO, she added. 

Thirty-eight of the top 100 companies in 
Europe and 71 of the top 100 in Asia have no 
women at all in their executive management 
teams, she noted.

This is despite research evidence that sug-
gests when companies include women in their 
decision-making, they perform better. Ms Clark 
cited, as an example, one study that looked at 
nine companies in India run by women which 
outperformed the 30 leading listed firms on the 
Bombay Stock Exchange in year-on-year growth 
rates from 2004 to 2009.

“Thus the economic case for women’s equal 
participation and decision-making in the private 
sector can certainly be made… Gender equality is 
not just the right thing to do, but also the smart, 
economic thing to do,” she told the 120-strong 
audience at the centre on June 3.

WoMEn lEadERs in 
singaPoRE
Singapore was highlighted as a country where 
the gender gap needed to be addressed.

Ms Clark cited a recent review gender diversi-
ty on boards and among the senior management 
of Singapore-listed companies, which found that 
women in Singapore hold just 8.3 per cent of di-
rectorships on these boards. At the current rate 
of growth in numbers, women would represent 
only seventeen per cent of directors by 2030.

The Diversity Task Force said of its review: 
“There is low awareness about the importance 
and benefits of gender diversity among SGX-list-
ed companies, and little is being done to improve 
gender diversity.”

Among the companies surveyed, only 33 per 
cent agree that gender diversity at board level 
is important. Overall, companies are not yet 
convinced of the benefits of gender diversity on 
boards, they added.

Singapore Member of Parliament, Dr In-
tan Mokhtar – who spoke at a panel discus-
sion led by Ms Clark at the lecture – told 

Eco-Business that much more needed to be 
done to address gender equality in the work-
place in Singapore.

In addition to the dearth of women leaders 
in business, she also noted that women’s par-
ticipation rate in the workforce is 58 per cent 
– compared to 76 per cent for men, according 
to latest official figures.

“It’s about changing mindsets,” she said, 
observing that many women would like the op-
portunity to take on flexible-work arrangements  
when they are starting a family, or be assured 
of a job when they return to work.

But many employers shun such arrangements 
because “it’s really about the bottom line”.

“That’s where we need to look beyond bot-
tom line and see how we can help our women 
to remain employable, active in the workforce 
and yet at the same time fulfil their responsibil-
ities as mothers,” she added.

When asked if legislation could play a role, 
she warned that it could be a double-edged 
sword that would make it more unattractive 
for employers to employ women.

“Thus the economic case for women’s equal 
participation and decision-making in the 
private sector can certainly be made… Gender 
equality is not just the right thing to do, but 
also the smart, economic thing to do.”

—Helen Clark, UNDP administrator
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“We need a lot more dialogue to engage com-
panies on this issue… and there are schemes 
that the government can look into, such as giv-
ing grants to retrain women to ensure they can 
re-enter the workforce.”

taking stEPs to addREss  
tHE gEndER gaP
While gender inequality has ranked low on the 
agenda in the private sector, recent trends show 
that businesses are increasingly viewing women 
in developing countries as potential consum-
ers, employees, suppliers and distributors, said 
Amanda Jordan, co-founder of sustainability 
consultancy firm Corporate Citizenship.

The firm, together with Nottingham Univer-
sity’s International Centre for Corporate Social 
Responsibility (ICCSR), had analysed global 
business initiatives on women’s empowerment 
in emerging markets in a 2012 report titled 
‘Women Mean Business’.

The authors found that women’s empower-
ment in these markets spreads economic oppor-
tunities, and increased productivity and sales for 
companies. Despite this, businesses faced chal-
lenges in addressing the gender issue due to a 
lack of understanding, limited funding to invest 
in initiative and a lack of senior level buy-in.

They recommended that companies take 
steps to address the issue such as gathering 
data and insights on women across their value 
chain, deliver social investment programmes 
and invest in education and training for fe-
male employees.

WoMEn in PuBliC 
adMinistRation
Ms Clark also made a case for women’s lead-
ership in public administrations.

“Where a critical mass of women is present in 
policy- and decision-making, parliaments seem 
to be more likely to address a range of gender 
equality issues,” she said.

To this end, the UNDP has launched a new 
report, Gender Equality in Public Administra-
tion, which highlights good practices in advanc-
ing women’s participation.

The report revealed that women represent 
at least 30 per cent of the public administra-
tion in many of the 34 developing nations 
surveyed. But while they are numerically well 
represented in public administrations, they are 
significantly outnumbered by men in leader-
ship positions.

It calls for increased investment in women 
and girls including education; concrete steps 
to remove structural barriers that impede 
women’s participation such as constitutional 
changes; and a global tracking mechanism of 
women in decision-making in public admin-
istration.

“There is mounting evidence that women’s 
equal participation in leadership positions ben-
efits their families, societies, economies, and 
countries,” said Ms Clark.

“We believe that efforts to support and ad-
vance women’s equal participation… must be 
prioritized, scaled up, co-ordinated, and made 
more visible. Change requires both female and 
male leadership within public administrations 
and beyond to champion this issue.” 

“Where a critical mass of women is present 
in policy- and decision-making, parliaments 
seem to be more likely to address a range of 

gender equality issues.”
—Helen Clark, UNDP Administrator

Share  
thiS Story

http://corporate-citizenship.com/wp-content/uploads/Women-Mean-Business_0312.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/public_administration/gepa2/
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/public_administration/gepa2/
http://
http://
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.eco-business.com%2Fnews%2Fbusinesses-women-leadership-roles-do-better%2F
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Businesses+with+women+in+leadership+roles+do+better+%7C+EcoBusiness&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.eco-business.com%2Fnews%2Fbusinesses-women-leadership-roles-do-better%2F
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By celine lim 
In Riau, Indonesia

Haze pollution has been the scourge of Southeast Asia for decades. 
Singapore has just passed a new Bill that will criminalise companies 
responsible for the illegal burning of forests while in Indonesia, regulations 
meant to prevent and stop the fires are not always enforced. What will it 
take to end the scourge? Eco-Business reports from the ground in Riau.

southeast asia’s haze crisis – what 
will it take to stop the burning?

special report

A rehabilitation project for previously-burnt peatland involves the planting of pineapple plants which grow well in moist peat soil. Image: Celine Lim

In June last year, Singapore, Indonesia and Ma-
laysia suffered their worst haze crisis in more 
than a decade when illegal forest fires in Riau, 
Sumatra, enveloped the region in a thick smog 

and resulted in record-breaking levels of pollution. 
Although the Asean (the Association of South-

east Asian Nations) Agreement on Transbound-
ary Haze Pollution was established in 2002 in 
the wake of the last haze crisis in 1997, Indo-
nesia has yet to ratify it. 

The three-month-long haze crisis then cost 
Southeast Asia an estimated $9 billion from 
disruptions to air travel, health expenses and 
other business impacts. Last June, experts es-
timated that the unhealthy smog, which hit a 
record of 401 on the Pollution Standards In-
dex, could rack up to S$1.2 billion in economic 
losses for Singapore.

Fed up with the lack of progress and realising 
the role that private companies played in caus-
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ing the haze, Singapore drafted an ambitious 
anti-haze bill this March that would penalise 
companies found responsible for causing un-
healthy levels of haze affecting Singapore – even 
if the pollution-causing fires originated beyond 
the country’s national borders.  

The Transboundary Haze Pollution bill was 
revised and passed in August to include harsher 
fines of up to S$2 million as well as a widened 
definition of who can be held responsible. It 
also enabled the authorities to prevent individ-
uals from leaving Singapore if they had been 
served notice.

While many agree the Bill might be exactly 
what is needed to get companies to clean up 
their act, it remains to be seen if it will lead 
to genuine change in Riau province - ground 
zero for most of the illegal burning. Here, 
many find it hard to resist the temptation to 
clear land by burning for agricultural expan-
sion into forests and peatlands as it is the 
cheapest option. 

This is despite the fact that Indonesian reg-
ulations and policies to curb fires have already 
been in place for some time. These include a 
2001 regulation requiring plantations to have 
watch-towers, water wells and fire-fighting teams 
as well as a more recent ban on the building of 
new canals.

BuREauCRatiC BaRRiERs to 
FoREst PRotECtion
However, the implementation of these regula-
tions is hindered by a weak bureaucratic process, 
where provincial authorities and government 
agencies issue land concessions and permits to 
plant without checking if companies are com-
plying with the rules. 

For example, the Badan Lingkungan Hid-
up, Riau province, (BLH) which is in charge of 
environmental management and conservation, 
checks that applicant companies’ plans satisfy 
the rules - on paper anyway, such as having 
fire-fighting teams and water wells.  

Stamps of approval from provincial au-
thorities – which companies need in order to 
obtain concessions from other government 
agencies - are issued based on these paper 
checks, but it is unclear if provincial author-
ities or government agencies conduct onsite 

This makes it difficult to assign responsibility 
for fires to a specific concession holder, which is 
the aim of Singapore’s new law. BLH adds that 
sometimes, there may be more than one permit 
holder for the same plot of land. 

The BLH representatives in Riau, who de-
clined to be named due to sensitivity issues, 
attributed these lapses to a “lack of manpower 
and financial resources” to ensure that regula-
tions are enforced. 

The funding BLH gets from the central gov-
ernment, they added, is greatly reduced by the 
time it trickles down to the provincial level as 
“fees” are deducted at each stage of the bureau-
cratic process. 

Environmental NGO Indonesian Forum for 
the Environment (Walhi) Riau chapter executive 
director, Rico Kurniawan, told Eco-Business 
that “it all boils down to laziness”. 

He said: “The government issues permits – 
and the banks, too, approve loans - based on 
the companies’ requests without going to the 
ground to check if the land is really not owned 
by anyone. More concessions and permits have 
been issued than there is actual land. They will 
only send people to check if there is a conflict 
over land ownership.”

checks to ensure that the requirements are 
implemented at the plantations.

The authorities that issue permits to compa-
nies are also unable to ensure that companies 
comply with existing regulations which limit 
each company to owning a maximum 50,000 
hectares of land. Companies such as paper gi-
ants Asia Pulp and Paper (APP) and Asia Pa-
cific Resources International Limited (APRIL), 
which together own 2.1 million hectares of 
land, have circumvented this through  subcon-
tractors, which purchase land and supply to 
larger corporations.

It is unclear which - if any - government 
agency has been conducting onsite checks to 
ensure that the regulations, which companies 
claim they will abide by, are actually 
implemented at the plantations.
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CoMPanY CulPaBilitY
Along with APP and APRIL, Singapore-listed 
palm oil producers Golden Agri Resources and 
Wilmar International were also implicated in 
the burning of forests and peatland in Riau and 
the resulting haze. 

Buckling under intense scrutiny and pressure 
from environmental groups such as Greenpeace 
International, Wilmar International declared 

Beyond bureaucracy, Kurniawan adds that 
the root problem of haze is the highly flamma-
ble dried peat land which existing plantations 
operate on. Even if fires are not deliberately 
started here, a carelessly discarded cigarette 
butt that is still smouldering or embers blown 
in from a fire in the neighbouring plot of land 
can ignite dried peat. These fires are difficult to 
extinguish completely, as the layer of peat con-
tinues to burn underground even when surface 
fires have been put out. 

In March, the concessions with the most 
number of fires were held by subsidiaries of 
APP and APRIL, according to environmental 
research organization World Resources Insti-
tute (WRI).  

a ‘no deforestation, no peat, no exploitation’ 
policy last December which states it will not en-
gage in the development of High Carbon Stock 
(HCS) forests, High Conservation Value (HCV) 
or peat areas.

Other companies – APRIL in Jan, APP in Feb 
and Golden-Agri in Mar of this year - have since 
committed not to clear new land for plantations 
until assessments are done to ensure compli-
ance with various regulations issued in recent 
decades. These laws prohibit development on 
peat areas that are more than 3m deep or that 
are in conserved or protected lands. 

These regulations have largely been ignored 
in the past as it is not mandatory for companies 
to conduct such assessments.  These companies 
now say their commitment extends to their sup-
ply networks as well. 

Kurniawan said: “It comes down to the per-
sonnel making the decisions in the companies. 
If they are ethical, they will reject permits issued 
for protected forests.” 

Companies operating in the region are also 
investing heavily in fire prevention on peat land. 
Aida Greenbury, APP managing director for 
sustainability and stakeholder engagement, said 
in a recent statement that the company spends 
more than $4 million a year on fire detection 
and response activities as well as infrastructure 
maintenance and personnel training.

Kusnan Rahmin, the president director at PT 
Riau Andalan Pulp and Paper (RAPP), a sub-
sidiary of APRIL, said the group has a no-burn 
policy and had often been “a victim of slash-
and-burn activities from outside the concession”. 

He said RAPP has similarly spent $6 million 
on 875 staff, helicopters for water bombings, 25 
car patrols, 10 fire buster cars, 27 boats and 230 
water pumps to extinguish fires in the region.

Kurniawan noted, however, that companies 
do not have ‘blueprints’ for protecting their 
concession areas.  “There are many routes into 
the forest and there is easy access to enter and 
clear the land by burning. The companies do 
not always station security personnel on the 
perimeter to protect the land,” he said.

He also alluded to companies who “put on a 
show” with fire-fighting equipment and teams 
at their headquarters rather than putting them 
to work at the various plantations.

Indonesia’s forests are disappearing 
faster than anywhere else in the world… The 

level of action must match this urgency.

Villagers dammed narrow canals to rewet land that had been burnt in 2013. Larger 
canals require more work and funding to dam as they can go up to 15m in width and 
2m in depth. Image: Celine Lim
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RE-HYdRating land -  
a solution?
One solution to help stop the burning is to re-hy-
drate peat areas. Kurniawan shared that the In-
donesian government had previously asked local 
NGOs to undertake the damming of canals so 
as to achieve this, but the NGOs would agree 
only on condition that the entire sum of the ear-
marked IDR20 million will be used directly for 
the work, after deducting for taxes. After they 
were informed by the government that, besides 
taxes, various “fees” will also be deducted, the 
NGOs declined to take on the project. 

Speaking off the record, a plantation company 
spokesperson based in Singapore seemed surprised 
to learn that the canals drained the peat areas, 
contributing to the haze problem. She said the 
canals were dug for water management purposes. 

She also said that the company’s zero-burning 
policy applies only to operational plantations, 
and not to the rest of the land that they have 
concessions for. Getting a concession, which 
has a validity of three years, is just the first step 
in an often long-drawn process of starting a 
plantation. Sometimes, companies dig canals 
for transportation purposes during this period, 
inadvertently draining the peat soil.

The concession only gives a company the 
right to assess the land for suitability and begin 
negotiations for compensation with any existing 
residents living on the land – it does not give the 
company the right to cultivate. Hence, there is 
no motivation for the company to incur costs 
hiring staff and providing equipment to prevent 
and fight possible fires. 

Kurniawan said: “Companies are not willing 
to undertake the damming to rewet the peat 
as there are too many canals and it will be too 
expensive. They will remain in Riau for about 
30 years to take what they can of the resources 
before leaving.”

Meanwhile, organizations such as WRI and 
Greenpeace International continue to pile on 
the pressure for companies to commit to ze-
ro-burning policies. WRI forests program global 
director, Dr. Nigel Sizer, told Eco-Business in a 
statement that Singapore’s new law “marks a 
new way of doing business”.

“Any companies caught using fire illegally 
now face the massive reputational risk of be-

ing dragged into court in Singapore as soon as 
their executives step foot on the island. Their 
customers, bankers and insurers will surely shy 
away from doing business with them.

“Although the new law alone will not ad-
dress all the deep-rooted causes of the fires… 
the message      is becoming increasingly clear 
for individuals and companies that burn land 
illegally—playing with fire has serious conse-
quences,” he said.

Bustar Maitar, head of the Indonesia for-
est campaign at Greenpeace International, 
agreed, adding that Singapore’s new law must 
be matched by equally strong measures from 
the Indonesian government. 

He called on major consumer companies 
such as Unilever, Nestle, and Procter & Gam-
ble to “use their power in the market to tell 
suppliers to stop the bulldozers and demand 
forest protection.”

“Indonesia’s forests are disappearing fast-
er than anywhere else in the world… The level 
of action must match this urgency,” he said. 

Organic matter results in the amber colour of water drained from peatland into canals that 
are also used for transportation. Image: Celine Lim
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S ignificant erosion of freshwater quality has 
been added to the list of risks associated 
with palm oil cultivation, according to a 
recent study conducted by United States 

scientists, who focused on small streams close 
to palm oil plantations and forest areas in West 
Kalimantan, the Indonesian part of Borneo.

The researchers, who published their findings 
in the ‘Journal of Geophysical Research: Biogeo-
sciences’, noted that while the rise in carbon emis-
sions due to land clearing for palm oil cultivation 
has been widely documented, there is a dearth of 
study on the impact of palm oil plantations on the 
quality of freshwater sources close to plantations.

“Local communities are deeply concerned 
about their freshwater sources. Yet the long-
term impact of oil palm plantations on fresh-
water streams has been completely overlooked 
until now,” said co-author and team leader 
Lisa M. Curran, a professor of ecological 
anthropology at Stanford University and a 
senior fellow at the Stanford Woods Institute 
for the Environment.

Curran and her colleagues studied the small 
streams flowing through palm oil plantations 
and smallholder agriculture in and around the 
Gunung Palung National Park, a protected for-
est area in Indonesian Borneo.

United States researchers say the health of freshwater ecosystems is completely overlooked as companies convert lands for palm oil cultivation, 
which threatens the source of drinking water and livelihoods of local communities. Image:Shutterstock.com

The overlooked impact of unsustainable management of palm oil 
plantations on water quality combined with El Niño-associated 
drought could lead to a ‘perfect storm’, warn United States researchers.

Water impact ignored in palm 
oil production: study

By medilyn maniBo

special report

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2013JG002516/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2013JG002516/abstract
http://www.shutterstock.com
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They found that water temperatures in these 
streams were almost 4 degrees Celsius (more than 
7 degrees Fahrenheit) warmer than forest streams, 
while sediment concentrations were up to 550 times 
greater. The researchers also noted a high rate of 
oxygen consumption in these streams - an import-
ant measure of a stream’s health during a drought.

This situation, coupled with effects from a 
massive El Niño-associated drought, could lead 
to a ‘perfect storm’ and cause the collapse of 
freshwater ecosystems, warned Curran.

The study cited land clearing, plantation 
management - which include fertilisers and pes-
ticides application - and processing of oil palm 
fruits to make crude palm oil as the sources of 
sediment and other harmful substances that 
flow into the streams.

The clearing of vegetation along stream banks 
also has an impact on plant life that organisms 
in the stream depend on for sustenance and 
shade, the study added.

The researchers highlighted that the study 
is one of the first to examine palm oil’s effects 
on freshwater ecosystems. The sustainability of 
other water resources, which include marine life 
such as fisheries, coastal zones and coral reefs 
— many miles downstream — remains unclear.

Curran and the study’s lead author, Kimberly 
Carlson, a postdoctoral scholar at the University 
of Minnesota’s Institute on the Environment, 
have previously conducted researches on palm 
oil cultivation in Indonesia.

Their research revealed that from 2000 to 
2013, the use of Indonesia’s land for oil palm 
cultivation more than tripled, with about 35 
per cent of Indonesian Borneo’s unprotected 
lowlands predicted to be cleared for palm oil 
in the coming years.

“Our findings suggest that converting logged 
forests and diverse smallholder agricultural lands 
to oil palm plantations may be almost as harmful 
to stream ecosystems as clearing intact forests,” 
emphasised Carlson.

Carlson and Curran, however, offered solu-
tions through improved practices that include 
maintaining natural vegetative cover next to 
streams and designing oil palm plantations that 
do not intersect directly with waterways, as well 
as those practices pioneered by the Roundtable 
for Sustainable Palm Oil.

“We hope this work will highlight these is-
sues and bring a voice to rural communities’ 
concerns that directly affect their livelihoods,” 
said Curran. 
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The Philippines, a primarily rice- and coconut-
producing country, has plans of producing 

palm oil as a means to reforest areas that have 
been affected by illegal logging, to combat 
climate change, address food security and 

to increase the income of rural communities. 
Image:Shutterstock.com

By elga Reyes

The Philippines has recently declared ambitions to become a 
major palm oil player; experts at the recently-held Responsible 
Business Forum on Food and Agriculture weigh in with some 
recommendations on how it should proceed.

5 things about palm oil 
expansion in the Philippines

special report
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 The Philippines is currently a minor producer 
of palm oil in the Southeast Asian region, 
but this is set to change with the country 
recently declaring ambitions to convert 

some eight million hectares of idle lands across 
the country into oil palm plantations.

This will not only aid in reforesting denuded 
areas but also boost agricultural production in 
the country, said Ramon Paje, Secretary of the 
Department of Natural Resources, in a May 
announcement. Palm oil is also largely seen as 
an alternative to one of the Philippines’s major 
crop, the coconut, since there are more financial 
returns in cultivating oil palm in one hectare of 
land compared to farming coco trees. 

Paje noted that Indonesia, which only has six 
million hectares of oil palm, reaps US$50 billion 
annually from this industry – an amount that is 
nearly the size of the over US$50 billion (more 
than two trillion pesos) 2014 national budget 
of the Philippines.

Leaders of the palm oil industry, howev-
er, cautioned the country to tread carefully 
in their palm oil expansion at the recently 
held two-day Responsible Business Forum on 
Food and Agriculture in Manila on 14 July. 
Discussing the challenges and opportunities 
of the sector, they flagged social and environ-
mental issues that the palm oil sector faces in 
Indonesia and Malaysia, such as continued 
deforestation, increased emissions from illegal 
burning of trees, and the marginalisation of 
indigenous communities.

At a panel discussion chaired by Darrel Web-
ber, secretary general of the Roundtable on Sus-
tainable Palm Oil (RSPO), experts made five key 
recommendations for increasing productivity, 
improving livelihoods and reducing environ-
mental impacts of palm oil in the Philippines:

1.  ConduCt soCial and 
EnviRonMEntal iMPaCt 
studiEs FiRst
The government’s plan to convert eight million 
hectares of idle and denuded lands into oil palm 
plantations will not only serve as reforestation 
efforts but also provide communities with much 
needed income, said Pablito Pamplona, director 
and secretary of the Philippine Palm Oil Devel-
opment Council, tasked to assist the government 

in creating the necessary framework for palm 
oil expansion.

Webber noted the Philippines’ good intention 
to help communities, but pointed out that how 
this will be implemented on the ground should 
be monitored. Landscape-level social and en-
vironmental impact studies will help identify 
what areas are meant for cultivation and pre-
vent encroachment on forested areas, noted the 
more than 30 experts who participated in the 
working group.

Encroachment in sensitive areas is a high-pro-
file issue in Indonesia and other established palm 
oil countries, said John Clendon, managing di-
rector of Univanich Palm Oil, one of Thailand’s 
leading exporters of palm oil.

2. iMPlEMEnt sustainaBlE  
PalM oil PRaCtiCEs
The working group also recommended that new 
companies venturing into palm oil in the Philip-
pines be mindful of the financial consequences 
of operating their plantations unsustainably. 
Chaoni Huang, head of business development 
for Asia of British environmental consultancy 
Trucost, explained that there are “unpriced en-
vironmental liabilities” when a firm does not 
strive to meet sustainability standards or im-

A local community in Sultan Kudarat in Mindanao, the southern area of the 
Philippines, cultivates oil palm. Image: Inquirer Photo
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prove their processes, which could eventually 
hurt the bottomline. 

Huang, who helps organizations evaluate 
their operations through the value of natural 
capital or “making nature accountable in the 
market system”, cited a case study they con-
ducted with Brazilian cosmetics firm Natura 
on agroforestry and monoculture systems of 
palm oil production. Based on their findings, 
the total environmental and financial benefits of 
operating a sustainable plantation is three times 
higher than the monoculture system, she said.

Monoculture, or the planting of one crop 
across a plot of land, is a common agricultural 
practice that negatively impacts the ecological 
balance of the soil and greater area, as well 

as affecting the traditional way of planting of 
rural communities.

Huang also added: “Once we account for the 
environmental benefits I think the higher cost of 
RSPO production should be justified, because 
companies forecast business risks all the time but 
it’s time for them to forecast the business risk from 
deforestation and other environmental challenges 
and price that into the market,” she noted.

In addition, other experts pointed out the 
potential gains from meeting global sustain-
ability standards.  

Sebastian Sharp, head of investor relations of 
Indonesian palm oil firm BW Plantation, said: 
“If you aim to produce high quality palm oil, 
you’re going to look at all these best practices 
like looking after the soil and using less chem-
icals.” This better quality oil can command 
premium prices, just as those experienced in the 
organic food and extra virgin olive oil industries 
in recent years, he added.

There is also a reputational risk with not 
being sustainable, commented Max Baumann, 
program advisor for environment and rural 
development of German government-owned 
development company GIZ. In Norway, there 
was a case of palm oil being substituted by other 
oils due to the former’s negative image, he said. 
If this image continues to be bad, consumers 
will demand for a product without palm oil, he 
emphasised.

3. govERnMEnt and PRivatE 
sECtoR sHould WoRk on a 
PRo-FaRMER ModEl
Since the palm oil expansion is aimed to alleviate 
the poverty of agricultural communities in the 
Philippines, both the government and businesses 
should assist smallholders in planting this crop, 
which is different from their usual produce of 
either coconut, sugar, cacao and others.

The working group recommended that the 
government increase education and training op-
portunities to farmers, set up a cooperative model, 
indicate a minimum price of palm oil to protect 
farmers’ income, and establish private-public 
partnerships to lease lands for building mills.

John Perrine, chairman of banana and pine-
apple plantation company Unifrutti Group Phil-
ippines, also noted that since sugar tariffs will 

If you aim to produce high quality palm oil, 
you’re going to look at all these best practices like 

looking after the soil and using less chemicals.
—Sebastian Sharp, BW Plantation head of investor relations

Currently, seeds used by large growers can produce up to four tonnes of oil palm 
fruit per hectare, which is twice what smallholder farmers can produce. The 
difference is all in how good the seed is - such seeds costs about 40 per cent more 
and is also more difficult for small farmers to acquire. Image:Shutterstock.com
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be reduced to five per cent in the upcoming 
Asean integration in 2015 and thus bring in 
competition to the local market, sugar farmers 
in the south will most likely turn to palm oil to 
replace their lost business in sugar.

And since sugarcane cultivation requires more 
manpower than palm oil, government inter-
vention is required to encourage mixed devel-
opment of crops, along with palm oil, to soak 
up this excess labour and prevent a mono-crop 
situation, said the working group.

4. good sEEds sHould BE 
PuBliC goods
There has to be a balance of several factors to 
improve productivity and yield. Land is one such 
component, noted Clendon. This is why palm 
oil cultivation thrived in Indonesia and Malay-
sia, where there are more virgin lands and the 
countries are nearer to the equator, unlike the 
Philippines, he said.

Another main component is the seed, and this 
can be improved through science and technol-
ogy. Scientists are experimenting with a variety 
that is drought-resistant and sturdier against 
typhoons, said Pamplona.

Currently, seeds used by large growers can 
produce up to four tonnes of oil palm fruit per 
hectare, which is twice what smallholder farm-
ers can produce, noted the working group.

The difference is all in how good the seed 
is, they added. Such seeds costs about 40 per 
cent more and is also more difficult for small 
farmers to acquire. The group suggested that 
government provide subsidies to farmers.  

5. CREatE FinanCial 
innovation
The sustainability of palm oil needs to extend to 
financial sustainability as well, said Pamplona, 
particularly in terms of financial support that the 
government can provide. When farmers see the 
benefits of growing oil palm – which is more yield 
per amount of land used compared to soy, sun-
flower and coconut – many will demand to plant 
this crop and they will require capital to start.

Micro-financing through commercial banks 
can help farmers purchase equipment, vehicles 
and other farming needs, noted the experts. 
National banks or development banks should 

engage in risk-sharing with commercial coun-
terparts to stimulate financial innovation that 
can boost smallholders’ productivity and live-
lihood, they added.

Lastly, they also flagged the gestation period 
of oil palm development, which is about five to 
seven years before the first harvest, as an area 
of concern. Government and other stakeholders 
should determine a long-term financing model 
that will encourage the sustainable develop-
ment of palm oil in the Philippines. This will 
help deter farmers from being tempted to clear 
more forests before an initial harvest is done, 
said Webber and the experts.

These recommendations are part of a lengthier 
list presented at the last day of the forum, which 
featured six different working groups that dis-
cussed the sustainability of some of the world’s 
key commodities, including rice and palm oil. 
The event was organised by Singapore-based 
events firm Global Initiatives in partnership 
with WWF-Philippines. 
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Since sugarcane cultivation requires more manpower than palm oil, government 
intervention is required to encourage mixed development of crops, along with 
palm oil, to soak up this excess labour and prevent a mono-crop situation. 
Image:Shutterstock.com
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Governments in forested countries should 
look at strengthening the rights of their 
local communities as a key strategy to re-
ducing billions of tonnes of carbon emis-

sions, said a newly-released report. 
Published by the World Resources Institute 

(WRI) and Rights and Resources Initiative 
(RRI) in July, the study provides evidence – 
the most comprehensive to date - that links 
government protection and legal recognition 

of community forest rights with reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions.

The authors, who used high-resolution map-
ping data to analyse 14 heavily-forested countries 
including Brazil, Indonesia and Colombia, found 
that when governments enhanced and enforced 
forest rights, communities were more successful 
at reducing deforestation.

In fact, deforestation rates inside community 
forests were dramatically lower than in forests 

A new study by the World Resources Institute and Rights and 
Resources Initiative shows that government protection and legal 
recognition of community forest rights can lead to significant 
carbon emission reductions.

give people their land,  
cut global emissions

The warriors of a Papuan tribe of 
Yafi in traditional clothes, living 
in New Guinea Island, Indonesia, 
where out of at least 42 million 
hectares of community forests, 
only 1 million hectares are legally 
recognized by the government. 
Image: Shutterstock.com

The warriors of a Papuan tribe of 
Yafi in traditional clothes, living 
in New Guinea Island, Indonesia, 
where out of at least 42 million 
hectares of community forests, 
only 1 million hectares are legally 
recognized by the government. 
Image: Shutterstock.com

The warriors of a Papuan tribe of 
Yafi in traditional clothes, living 
in New Guinea Island, Indonesia, 
where out of at least 42 million 
hectares of community forests, 
only 1 million hectares are legally 
recognized by the government. 
Image: Shutterstock.com
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outside those areas. For example, in a part of the 
Mexican Yucatán, it is 350 times lower; and in 
the Brazilian Amazon, it is 11 times lower.

The report, called “Securing Rights, Combat-
ing Climate Change: How Strengthening Com-
munity Forest Rights Mitigates Climate Change”, 
noted that indigenous peoples across the world 
have government-recognized rights to forests 
containing 37.7 billion tonnes of carbon – which 
is about 29 times the annual emissions from all 
passenger vehicles in the world.

Deforestation and other land uses make up 
11 per cent of global carbon dioxide emissions.

Global research organization WRI president 
and chief executive, Andrew Steer, said: “This 
golden opportunity to address climate change is 
staring us right in the face. With at least 37 billion 
tonnes of carbon safely stored in community for-
ests around the world, strengthening community 
rights is good for the climate and good for people.”

“Every head of government, minister and cli-
mate negotiator should pay attention to this im-
portant, if often overlooked strategy to address 
climate change. It’s an approach to climate action 
that should be right up there with REDD+ or 
increasing energy efficiency,” he added.

REDD+ is a United Nations initiative that of-
fers financial incentives to developing countries 
to reduce carbon emissions through protecting 
and restoring forests.

The report also offers cautionary tales on the 
fate of forests when governments undermine 
community forest rights. Government allocations 
of indigenous lands to mining, oil, and natural 
gas concessions are a major cause of these dev-
astating deforestation levels, it said.

In Indonesia, for example, out of at least 42 
million hectares of community forests, only 1 
million hectares are legally recognized by the 
government. It routinely allocates indigenous 
community forests for oil palm concessions, in-
dustrial timber plantations for pulp and paper, 
and other conflicting land uses. 

Deforestation is the country’s largest source of 
carbon emissions and its forestry management is 
inseparable from its climate change policies. The 
nation has set an emissions reduction target of 
26 per cent from projected 2020 levels.

Report author Caleb Stevens told Eco-Business 
that despite the urgency to address the situation, 
the Indonesian government has delayed action on 

recognizing communities’ legal rights over their 
forest homes.

He said the government should implement 
the 2013 Constitutional Court ruling which 
for the first time recognizes community owner-
ship over their forests. Specifically, it ruled that 
community forest could no longer be classified 
as state forest.

Every head of government, minister and 
climate negotiator should pay attention to 
this important, if often overlooked strategy 
to address climate change. It’s an approach to 
climate action that should be right up there 
with REDD+ or increasing energy efficiency.

—Andrew Steer, WRI president and chief executive

REDD+ is a United Nations initiative that offers financial incentives to developing countries to 
reduce carbon emissions through protecting and restoring forests. Image:Shutterstock.com
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3. Provide technical assistance and training to 
forest communities to improve sustainable 
forest use and market access;

4. Engage forest communities in deci-
sion-making on investments affecting 
their forest; and

5. Compensate communities for the climate 
and other benefits provided by their forest.

Andy White, coordinator of RRI, a global 
coalition of organisations dedicated to empow-
ering local and indigenous communities in forest 
management, said: “No one has a stronger in-
terest in the health of forests than the commu-
nities that depend on them for their livelihoods 
and culture.”

“Research has shown time and time again 
that clear and secure property rights for indige-
nous peoples and local communities have great-
ly boosted the capacity of countries to achieve 
national-level forest protection and restoration.

“It’s tragic that this has not yet been fully 
adopted as a central climate change mitigation 
strategy. For us to get serious about curbing 
climate change, we have to get serious about 
respecting the rights of local communities to the 
lands they live and depend on,” he added. 

This is a historic breakthrough as most of 
Indonesia’s forests have been claimed by the 
government since the 1967 Forestry Law which 
prevented millions of forest peoples from having 
legal rights to their forest homes.

By mapping community forests and identify-
ing 42 million hectares of community forests, 
Indonesian NGOs such as AMAN and JKPP 
are trying to help the government implement 
the new law—facilitating the process as it were 
by laying the groundwork, he noted.

 “If these 42 million hectares are legally rec-
ognized and protected, then about 44 per cent of 
Indonesia’s forests would be legally recognized 
community forest. This would turn Indonesia 
from a laggard on this issue to a leader, on par 
with more progressive countries like Bolivia and 
Nepal,” he said.
 The report also made five key recommen-
dations that its authors say will significantly 
reduce global carbon emission from the loss 
of forests:
1. Provide communities with legal recognition 

of rights to their forest;
2. Enforce community forest rights such as map-

ping boundaries and expelling trespassers;
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A 2013 Constitutional Court ruling in Indonesia recognized for the first time community ownership over their forests. This is a historic 
breakthrough as most of Indonesia’s forests have been claimed by the government since the 1967 Forestry Law which prevented millions of 
forest peoples from having legal rights to their forest homes. Image:Shutterstock.com
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A s the world hurtles along a develop-
ment pathway that will see 70 per cent 
of global population living in cities by 
2050, the need for multi-pronged, inte-

grated policymaking was identified as the most 
viable way to help cities respond to challenges 
arising from this rapid urbanisation, according 
to a participant poll conducted at the end of 
the recently concluded World Cities Summit 
(WCS) 2014.

More than 100 speakers who shared their in-
sights at the four-day summit identified the use 
of technology, long-term planning and honest, 
transparent politics as key responses to the chal-
lenges that will accompany the unprecedented 
speed and scale of rural to urban migration.

This year’s summit, themed  “Liveable and 
Sustainable - Common Challenges, Shared 
Solutions” and co-located with the Singapore 
International Water Week and CleanEnviro 

By Vaidehi shah

At the sidelines of the recently concluded World Cities Summit 2014, 
Centre for Liveable Cities head Khoo Teng Chye shared with Eco-
Business why policymakers should ‘fight productively’ and engage in 
critical thinking to arrive at integrated, sustainable solutions for cities.

sustainable cities need 
integrated policymaking

The co-located World Cities 
Summit, Singapore International 
Water Week and CleanEnviro 
Summit Singapore provided an 
important platform for global 
leaders to discuss holistic ways 
to make their own cities more 
sustainable and liveable.  
Image: Shutterstock.com
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Singapore Summit attracted some 20,000 
participants.

Jointly organised by Singapore’s Urban Re-
development Authority (URA) and Centre for 
Liveable Cities (CLC), WCS also featured a plat-
form for city mayors and leaders from around 
the world to share best practices with one an-
other, and a symposium for young city leaders.

Eco-Business interviewed CLC executive di-
rector Khoo Teng Chye at the sidelines of the 
mega-event, about the myriad challenges that 
rapid urbanisation brings, Singapore’s strategic 
role in overcoming these challenges, and the 
best way forward to achieve the much-needed 
“integrated policymaking” that summit partic-
ipants called for.

Singapore tends to fare quite well on liveability 
indexes - for example, it has been called Asia’s 
most liveable city, and it is third on the Glob-
al Liveable Cities Index. However, it has also 
ranked poorly on indexes relating to cost of 
living and inequality. How can urban planning 
efforts help resolve this disparity?
By definition, cities have higher concentrations 
of people and economic activity, and they tend 
to attract highly educated, higher-earning in-
dividuals as well as low-wage workers seeking 
a better life.

As a densely populated city lacking land and 
other natural resources, Singapore is certainly 
vulnerable to the negative impact of inequality.

Urban planning is important in mitigating 
the spatial manifestation of inequality in a 
city. Singapore’s urban planning and housing 
policy, for example, have had remarkable so-
cial consequences. The fact that over 80 per 
cent of the population live in public housing 
means that the low to the upper-middle income 
groups live in the same neighbourhoods. There 
are no fences or gates, and the recreational 
spaces are for all. Social cohesion and equity 
is preserved through everyday interactions 
and common spaces.

Economic and social inequality can also be 
reduced by improving the distribution of var-
ious amenities, infrastructure and resources, 
such as public hospitals and schools. When 
designing new towns, the Housing and De-
velopment Board (HDB) includes multiple af-
fordable food options, green spaces or parks, 

How can the private sector and civil society 
contribute to public policy and planning efforts 
in making cities more liveable and sustainable?
Through Public-Private Partnership (PPP) proj-
ects, governments and urban solutions provid-
ers can partner to develop key infrastructure 
projects, leveraging on the latest technologies 
and developing sustainable solutions for city 
living. While the private sector implements 
these projects, the government must maintain 
oversight and play a larger regulatory role to 
ensure their success.

In addition, technology applications, such as 
mobile phone apps, can go a long way to en-
gage citizens in the planning and development 
of their cities. Public engagement is growing in 
importance and impact as residents demand to 
have more say in shaping their city.

food markets (or traditional wet markets) and 
supermarkets, and well-maintained libraries 
open to the public.

At the same time, URA allocates zoning cat-
egories to situate residential neighbourhoods 
near to regional malls and light industrial parks. 
The availability and quality of public transport, 
pedestrian walkways and bicycle paths provide 
easy access to employment clusters, seek medi-
cal treatment, and purchase goods and services. 
This in turn can alleviate the lived experience 
of urban inequity.

Ultimately, governments can no longer view 
income disparity simply as an economic prob-
lem to be addressed by economic agencies. 
Urban inequality often has spatial causes and 
manifestations. Hence, land use and urban 
planning agencies must be part of the policy 
solution, in collaboration with other public 
and private stakeholders.

The fact that over 80 per cent of the population 
live in public housing means that the low to the 
upper-middle income groups live in the same 
neighbourhoods. There are no fences or gates, 
and the recreational spaces are for all. Social 
cohesion and equity is preserved through 
everyday interactions and common spaces.
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Engagement during policy formulation is 
necessary so that initiatives can be implemented 
successfully and development projects will meet 
residents’ needs better.

While there will periodically be disagreements 
over specific policy decisions, these need not dis-
courage us from seeking other areas for engage-
ment. For example, while some in civil society 
were unhappy with the decision to build a road 
through the Bukit Brown Cemetery (an old cem-
etery located in central Singapore, which houses 
rich biodiversity as well as historically important 
graves), government and civil society – sometimes 
the same groups – are engaging each other effec-
tively in other areas, such as the Rail Corridor (a 
24-kilometre corridor of land stretching across 
Singapore, which was recently freed up due to 
the closure of the Malaysian railway station in 
the city centre. The community made a strong 

call for the land to be preserved as a ‘green corri-
dor‘) or, more recently, over Pulau Ubin (a rustic 
offshore island that is currently the subject of a 
public consultation exercise on preserving the 
island’s natural and cultural heritage).

The theme for WCS 2014 is “Liveable and Sus-
tainable Cities: Common Challenges, Shared Solu-
tions”. Cities worldwide vary so widely in terms 
of population, size and access to resources; what 
challenges does this pose to developing solutions? 
What opportunities does this diversity present?
Every city is different in scale, history and con-
text. No one city is a model city, and there is 
no one-size-fits-all solution. However, cities in 
the same region, or which are at the same stage 
of development have much to learn from one 
another, as well as from cities that have gone 
through that development stage.

In this respect, the diversity of cities at the 
World Cities Summit presents tremendous op-
portunities for learning and collaboration. Some 
130 mayors and city leaders are participating 
in the World Cities Summit Mayors Forum this 
year, probably the largest ever such gathering. 
The scope for sharing is tremendous.

In fact, I would suggest it is quite difficult for 
a participating mayor to not learn something 
useful from such an event. 

The World Cities Summit is co-located with the 
Singapore International Water Week and the 
CleanEnviro Summit Singapore, because of syn-
ergies between urban planning, water, and envi-
ronmental solutions. While these synergies are 
very intuitive to recognise at a policy level, what 
challenges do cities face in translating this holistic 
perspective into practical solutions on the ground?
That is a good question, and one that CLC had 
studied as part of our research. Based initially 
on our research into Singapore’s development 
experience, we have identified integrated master 
planning and development, as well as dynamic ur-
ban governance, as the key fundamentals behind 
becoming a more liveable and sustainable city.

Let me highlight one of the principles of inte-
grated master planning and development, which 
we call ‘fight productively’. We sometimes think 
co-ordination and collaboration should ideally be 
smooth, but in reality, some of the friction from 
different agencies colliding is desirable.

Going through the difficult process of 
understanding each side quite deeply, sometimes 

through serious debate, before coming to a 
sound decision is an important part of learning 

how to integrate urban planning, water and 
environmental solutions. This is why WCS, SIWW 

and CESS are being held together.
—Khoo Teng Chye, executive director, Centre for Liveable Cities

http://www.bukitbrown.org/
http://www.ura.gov.sg/railcorridor/index.html
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http://ubin.mnd.gov.sg/MS/PulauUbin
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Former Singapore Deputy Prime Minister 
Goh Keng Swee was known to create fights to 
encourage more critical thinking, such as in the 
debate on whether to have a Mass Rapid Transit 
(MRT) system.

Former civil service Head Lim Siong Guan 
told us in an interview that Dr Goh “object-
ed to the MRT because the case for having 
the MRT was that ‘you have no alternative’. 
That’s not to say that he objected to the MRT 
but he objected to the logic, and to people 
who don’t think deeply enough and argued 
deeply enough”.

Going through the difficult process of under-
standing each side - sometimes through serious 
debate - before coming to a sound decision is an 
important part of learning how to integrate urban 
planning, water and environmental solutions.

This is why the fact that WCS, SIWW and 
CESS are being held together is so valuable. It 
brings such a diversity of leaders and experts, 
which so much depth of experience, together 
in one place and with a shared desire for mu-
tually beneficial exchanges.

What is the strategic significance of an event 
like WCS (and its two collocated events) to ur-
ban development around the world? How does 

it help shape Singapore’s position in the global 
urban landscape?
For Singapore, the city-state is well placed to 
lead the discourse on integrated urban solu-
tions. Given our small size and limited resourc-
es, Singapore has always adopted a whole of 
government approach to urban planning and 
sustainability issues. We have had a unique and 
successful experience in urban development, 
especially our high-liveability-and-high-density 
model, which is relevant to the growing number 
of urban centres. 

Singapore and Singapore-based companies 
are also urban solutions providers for the region 
and world. Many companies use Singapore as a 
base to export their urban solutions, for example 
water firm Hyflux, urban developer Surbana, 
commercial real estate provider Ascendas and 
energy and water solutions firm SembCorp. 

Universities are also setting up research insti-
tutes here to build knowledge in this area, for 
example, the Lee Kuan Yew Centre for Innova-
tive Cities in the Singapore University of Tech-
nology and Design, the Future Cities Lab set up 
by ETH Zurich, and MIT. Together with private 
corporate laboratories like GE and Siemens, 
Singapore has become a strong and well-con-
nected hub for urban solutions. 

Share  
thiS Story

By definition, cities have higher concentrations of people and economic activity, and they tend to attract highly educated, higher-earning 
individuals as well as low-wage workers seeking a better life. Urban planning is important in mitigating the spatial manifestation of 
inequality in a city. Image:Shutterstock.com
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 The global middle class is projected to grow 
to nearly 5 billion people by 2030 and al-
most two thirds of this new middle class 
will be in Asia. The growing populations 

populationand disposable incomes across the 
region are expected to increase demand for 
consumer goods such as cars and electronics, 
amongst others. 

Against this backdrop, experts say that the 
traditional “take-make-dispose” economic 
models, where manufacturing, consuming 
and disposing goods are a linear process, are 
becoming increasingly unviable. For example, 
the World Economic Forum estimates that 80 
per cent of the US$ 3.2 trillion value of the 
global consumer goods sector is lost irrecov-

By Vaidehi shah

It is widely predicted that current economic models will not be able to cope with the resource demands and waste management pressures 
resulting from Asia’s rapidly growing middle class. New, innovative economic models are needed, and the circular economy has emerged as a 
viable option. Image:Shutterstock.com

Peter Lacy, managing director of Accenture’s Asia Pacific Strategy and 
Sustainability Services, tells Eco-Business why the circular economy 
will not only help manage the challenges of rapidly growing Asia, but 
also holds trillions of dollars of opportunities for companies.

the circular economy’s  
trillion-dollar opportunity

interview
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erably each year due to this wasteful model. 
The idea of a ‘circular economy’ is rapidly 

gaining ground as a promising alternative for 
businesses to reconcile their need for growth 
with pressing resource constraints and environ-
mental objectives.

The concept refers to initiatives to restruc-
ture manufacturing and product design in a way 
that the materials used are returned to the value 
chains, product lifespans are extended through 
repair and refurbishment, and consumption is 
reframed in terms of temporary services rather 
than permanent ownership.

Circular economy thinking is already be-
ing widely adopted by business leaders, and 
proving to be a profitable business approach. 
For example, a recent study by UN Global 
Compact and management consulting firm 
Accenture found that 43 per cent of automo-
tive industry chief executives polled were al-
ready looking into the circular economy as a 
source of competitive advantage. The firm also 
estimates that circular economy approaches 
can add as much as US$6 trillion in to global 
economic growth by 2030.

In a recent interview, Peter Lacy, managing 
director of Accenture’s Strategy and Sustainabil-
ity Services in the Asia Pacific region, speaks to 
Eco-Business about the “circular advantage” 
that businesses can enjoy by embracing circular 
economy thinking, how governments in Asia 
can support the growth of the movement, and 
the challenges and opportunities that this new 
mode of doing business presents.

What are the advantages of a circular economy 
over conventional systems, and how can busi-
nesses gain from this?
Firstly, better management of natural resources 
would help save costs, and allow businesses 
to reduce their operational expenditure. Sec-
ond, a circular economy allows you to hedge 
against increasingly expensive and volatile 
commodities in the marketplace, thereby mini-
mising risk. Third, it forces you to look closely 
at the use and disposal of products, and the 
needs of consumers at a more granular level. 
This creates a greater understanding of the 
consumer, and you are better able to shape 
value propositions.

For companies that want to go down the 
circular economy route, the key thing is to un-
derstand which business model is applicable to 
their own industry and value chain. Examples of 
possible models include a ‘circular input’ model 
which involves materials that can be recycled or 
are biodegradable; the ‘enhanced differentiation’ 
model in which organisations offer repair, up-
grading and refurbishing services for customers; 
or the ‘sharing platform’ model, which allows 
users to share goods and services. 

Once companies have identified a suitable mod-
el, appropriate technologies such as digital and 
social media, or engineering technology can help 
them develop their circular economy capabilities.

In a recent article you wrote, you mention that 
the circular economy revolution is being enabled 
by the digital revolution, and that Accenture has 
identified 10 disruptive technologies that are 
driving this. How will these technologies help 
manage Asia’s rapid growth, and what are the 
challenges of scaling them up in Asia?
We looked at more than 100 technologies to 
come to that pool of 10. The spectrum involves 
everything from mobile to cloud and social tech-

For companies that want to go down the circular economy route, the key thing is to 
understand which business model is applicable to their own industry and value chain. 
Examples  include a ‘circular input’ model which involves materials that can be recycled 
or are biodegradable or the ‘enhanced differentiation’ model in which organisations 
offer repair, upgrading and refurbishing services for customers. Image:Shutterstock.com
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nology, through to hybrid areas like 3D Printing 
or, more classic engineering technologies like 
the life and material sciences.

However, not all of them are cutting edge or 
rare - 3D printing is quite advanced, but things 
like mobile penetration and online commerce are 
very prevalent in Asia already. There are lots of 
opportunities to pick up some of those trends in 
Asia and drive them towards a circular economy.

Additionally, many circular economy princi-
ples such as sharing and resource efficiency are 
also not alien to Asian economies. I feel positive 
that much of the technology, infrastructure and 
principles required for a circular economy can 
be harnessed in Asia.
In Europe, the circular economy is aided by leg-
islation and standards such as the End-of-Life 
Vehicles Directive, which sets clear targets for 

resource recovery from vehicles, and pushes pro-
ducers to manufacture new vehicles also with a 
view to their recyclability. Are similar standards 
feasible in emerging Asian economies?
Yes, Europe has been helped to a large extent by 
having the right policy frameworks and the right 
set of incentives, especially in terms of putting 
a price – directly or indirectly – on natural re-
sources. In addition to the End-of-Life Vehicles 
Directive, there is also the Waste Electrical and 
Electronic Equipment Directive, and legislation 
on packaging and packaging waste.

I think these policies are absolutely applicable 
in the Asian economy. You need to find the right 
policy mix, but I see no reason why it should 
inhibit competitiveness. If anything, it forces 
economies as a whole to be more resource effi-
cient, manage risk more effectively, and become 
more focused on customers’ needs. Countries in 
Asia that start to move quickly and effectively 
towards some of these frameworks will enjoy a 
comparative advantage in the circular economy. 

Which Asian economies are further along the 
road to achieving circular economy frameworks?
Singapore is renowned for focusing on re-
source efficiency, given its limited resource 
base and its challenges in waste and water 
management. The country could look more 
actively at the circular economy not just as 
a resource management issue, but also as an 
area of future comparative advantage, giv-
en its status as a major manufacturing base, 
global port and logistics hub.

One of the biggest opportunities in this 
area is converting awareness to innovation, 
and tangible consumer propositions. Singa-
pore can create comparative advantage by 
incentivising research and development, and 
creating a framework of policy incentives 
that put a price on certain commodities, and 
rewards innovation and efficiency. This will 
help ensure that Singapore becomes one of 
the hubs and clusters of innovation on this 
topic for the region.

The circular economy relies heavily on consum-
ers to be active participants in the recycling or 
waste return process, but everyday life seems 
to be dominated by a “throwaway” culture. 

Rather than relying on this mythical beast 
of behavioural change, we are far better 

off creating the right policy structures, and 
incentivising businesses to innovate products 

and services that take away the additional 
labour of behavioural change.

—Peter Lacy, managing director, Strategy  
and Sustainability Services, Accenture
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What behavioural insights can circular economy 
thinking lend to efforts to address this throw-
away culture in everyday life?
I personally believe that although we can rely to 
a small extent on individual behaviours, there 
is a real limit to how far you can expect people 
to modify their behaviours. Rather than relying 
on this mythical beast of behavioural change, 
we are far better off creating the right policy 
structures, and incentivising businesses to inno-
vate products and services that take away the 
additional labour of behavioural change.

We are creating a value chain that is neu-
tral or even better, restorative on sustainability 
issues. I prefer the idea of re-engineering the 
system altogether than relying on individuals 
at the end of the life cycle.

In addition to successful circular economy 
businesses, ground up movements are increas-
ingly embracing models of free consumption 
such as repair cafes and freecycling. How will 
these movements affect the viability of the 
circular economy?
Digital technologies and social media have al-
lowed such movements to go to scale at a level 
that was not possible in the past, but I do not 
believe that this is going to be a big, game-chang-
ing proposition. These platforms are also at 
an interesting intersection with the movement 

towards currency innovation, such as BitCoin. 
The combination of technology, the sharing 
economy and currency innovations make this 
a very interesting space to watch in the future.

The circular economy was featured as the top-
most trend driving sustainability innovation 
worldwide in a recent report released by Scan-
dinavian think tank Sustainia. What do you 
think this says about the potential of the circular 
economy in shaping a sustainable global future?
It does not surprise me that the circular econo-
my was such a prominent trend. I do think that 
it is the key concept that unlocks our global 
ability to drive growth and prospect, and sus-
tain livelihoods in a way that decouples man-
ufacturing processes from natural resource use 
and environmental impact. When taken to the 
extreme, and in the long run, I hope it even 
starts to restore the natural environment.

But I think we also need to be honest and 
open about the limitations of the approach; 
that is, it is very focused on resource efficiency 
and the environment, and does not address all 
sustainable development challenges. There are 
much broader socio-economic challenges, and 
we should not overstate the case of the circular 
economy. It is by no means a panacea, but a 
powerful component, and one that we will see 
a lot more of in the future. 
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Europe has the right policy frameworks and the right set of incentives, especially in terms of putting a price on natural resources. It also has a 
Waste, Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive, and legislation on packaging and packaging waste. Image:Shutterstock.com
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 The public sector undeniably has an enor-
mous impact on the lives of citizens, from 
determining the quality of life, to provid-
ing physical infrastructure and access to 

healthcare, education, and other services. Its 
performance is firmly tied to a country’s devel-
opmental success and this relationship between 
growth and governance is a central pre-occu-
pation for the UNDP Global Centre for Public 
Service Excellence in Singapore.

Set up in December 2012, the relatively new 
outfit is a collaborative effort between the Sin-

gapore Government and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) to promote 
innovation in the public sector for develop-
ing countries. Nestled in a quiet corner of the 
sprawling National University of Singapore 
campus at Kent Ridge, the centre is also tasked 
with advancing debate and identifying solutions 
to the public service challenges of the day.

Its centre director, Max Everest-Phillips, say that 
its location in Singapore is key to its work given the 
role of the public service in the city-state’s success 
story. Fifty years might seem a long time, but “in 

The United Nations Development Programme is working with developing countries such as the Philippines to strengthen their public institutions 
as they play a key role in any country’s developmental success. Image:Shutterstock.com

Max Everest-Phillips, director at the UNDP Global Centre for Public 
Service Excellence in Singapore, speaks to Eco-Business about the 
role of the public sector in sustainable development

development not sustainable 
without effective public sector

By Jessica cheam
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the grand scheme of history, it’s a blink of the eye” 
and Singapore’s development in this span of time 
from a fishing village to one of the most dynamic 
cities is a remarkable achievement, he says.

The centre has set out to identify the factors 
that enable an effective public service and build 
knowledge which it can share with other develop-
ing states. In this recent interview, Everest-Philips 
shares more about the centre’s work, the role of 
the public service in sustainable development and 
its relationship with the private sector.

Can you tell us more about the Centre and its 
work since it opened?
The centre is a collaboration between UNDP and 
the Singapore government and reflects the strong 
relations but also the recognition of the role that 
the public service played in Singapore’s success 
story. We are trying to learn from the Singapore 
experience and identify what are they key factors 
for policy excellence in the public service.

We’re mandated to do two things. The first 
is promote evidence and knowledge. Second, is 
to act as a convening hub to organize meetings, 
exchange ideas, and fertilize new thinking on 
how to improve public service.

We came up with a framework with four key areas:
1. How do you get the political leadership to 

work effectively with the administrative lead-
ership? Whilst in Singapore this works effec-
tively, this is a real source of frustration in 
many developing countries where both sides 
are at war with each other.

2. Public service ethos and the intrinsic moti-
vation of public officials . It is critical for the 
entire way the public service works - who 
gets recruited, promoted, pay structures and 
so on. 

3. The whole question of foresight/long term 
planning. How can developing countries 
benefit from the experience of Singapore? 
Developing countries should be masters of 
their own future,  and to do so you need to 
be able to predict it, so you can create it. By 
predicting it, you are creating it, so how to 
do long-term planning to create resilience, 
adaptability, a sense of being masters of your 
own destiny rather than being victims of it. 
It’s an important transition.  

4. Innovation - it’s a problematic term. It is 
inherently positive, whereas change is more 
neutral term. When people talk about inno-
vation, it’s really an expectation that what 
has been done is going to have a positive 
outcome although that’s not necessarily true.

We seek to challenge ways of thinking and 
provide developing insights. Development work 
is shifting rapidly from providing money and re-
sources to help low-income countries, to helping 
them develop their own policy and learn from 
international experience to gain success.

Our role is to help UNDP and the development 
community make progress in this relationship 
between governance and economic growth. It’s 
a fascinating challenge once you start thinking 
about how the public service makes an enor-
mous impact in everyone’s lives. One key issue 
is also how to communicate its importance - the 
image and of the public service tends to be at 
best somewhat dull and uninspired.

Can you elaborate on the public sector’s role in 
sustainable development? Does it rank high on 
the agenda in this region where many countries 
are still developing?
The key point is development is not sustainable 
if you do not have effective policies, or the ca-
pacity not just to plan but deliver things effi-

Development work is shifting rapidly from providing money and resources to help low-
income countries, to helping them develop their own policy and learn from international 
experience to gain success. Image: Shutterstock
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ciently. The key aspect of sustainability is not 
that it’s effective but that people have faith in 
it. Research shows that when people have trust 
that they are being treated fairly by the state, 
development happens. 

Beyond that, I think most people are also 
concerned about issues such as environmental 
degredation and climate change. I think civil 
society has been more effective everywhere. If 
you look back 20 years. there’s been huge prog-
ress. The problem is although most people are 
aware of it, few governments have the political 
will and capacity to tackle vested interests and 
create an effective system that promotes devel-
opment in a way that is sustainable whether 
environmentally or politically. That is an enor-
mous challenge.

There is some residual thinking that countries 
should grow first, then worry about sustainabil-
ity. But that has been tempered by much greater 

awareness. While we’re deeply frustrated by 
the challenges that remain on poverty and envi-
ronmental issues, there has been huge progress. 
Whether the progress is fast enough is indeed 
the real challenge.

The speed of development in Asia is fantas-
tic and the poverty reduction is mind boggling 
– there are millions lifted out of poverty in 
the last decade which is a fantastic achieve-
ment, but the sustainability of the environ-
ment remains a major concern. Getting an 
effective public service is absolutely essential 
if you’re going to achieve sustainable devel-
opment goals. The role of the public service is 
going to increase in importance. If the centre 
can contribute to this dialogue, that would 
be excellent.

What about the relationship between the public 
and private sector? How can they work together 
to achieve shared developmental goals?
The private sector brings resources and techni-
cal skills which are crucial for development, as 
not everything is state-run so it is important to 
get that relationship working well.

There’s a famous quote from (Winston) Chur-
chill: “Some people regard private enterprise as 
a predatory tiger to be shot. Others look on it 
as a cow they can milk. Not enough people see 
it as a healthy horse, pulling a sturdy wagon.”

When public-private partnerships can be 
made to work, it is extremely beneficial. At 
the same time, it’s important to look critically 
at this area because it’s not always successful. 
In the UK, for example, certain private-public 
projects have been bogged down with legal 
agreements and documents. There is also con-
cern that a lot of the fiscal burden was shifted 
to the future, with hospitals being built with-
out the full cost being understood. So there is 
a complexity and transparency problem. So 
while the principle is good,  I do think that 
developing countries need a lot of help making 
sure they are not victims of partnerships that 
are not working in their interest, or in the in-
terest of development.

Getting that right, and helping the public 
service manage this relationship effectively is a 
very important function – one that the interna-
tional community can help to provide. 

The key aspect of sustainability is not that 
it’s effective but that people have faith in it. 

Research shows that when people have trust 
that they are being treated fairly by the state, 

development happens. 
—Max Everest-Phillips, Director of the UNDP  
Global Centre for Public Service Excellence
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 T hirteen months ago, after reading a draft 
of my book, A Better World, Inc.: How 
Companies Profit by Solving Global Prob-
lems … Where Governments Cannot, a 

colleague said to me: “Okay, Alice, you provide 
many great insights and observations, but what’s 
your big takeaway?” To answer his question 

I had to zoom way out, and when I did, the 
answer became glaringly obvious: Only global 
corporations have the resources, global reach 
and self-interest to build a better world. 

Governments are limited by borders, and the 
international community has failed to come to 
binding and actionable agreements. Non-govern-

We’ve always looked to non-profits and governments to solve 
our most daunting challenges, when we should be looking to the 
business sector for solutions, says Alice Korngold.

Corporations are the only thing 
that can save the world

By alice KoRngold

Solving the world's 
problems is good for 
business, such as how 
improving energy 
efficiency in commercial 
buildings, like what 
Johnson Controls is 
doing with the Empire 
State Building, leads to 
cost reduction. Image: 
Shutterstock.com
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mental organizations and nonprofits have made 
great strides in advancing the human condition, 
but lack the resources and scalability sufficient 
to make transformational progress.

My conclusion about corporations rang true 
based on all of my research, but it startled me to 
make such a statement — it felt like some sort 
of heresy. We all know that too often elements 
of the corporate sector have been responsible for 
creating the human rights abuses, environmental 
degradation and economic injustices that plague 
the world today — and some continue to do so.

Yet, my research provided extensive evidence 
that some leading companies are finding solu-
tions to the world’s most daunting challenges 
— and that these multinational corporations 
have the vast financial, technological and hu-
man capital; the global footprint; and the profit 
incentives and market forces necessary to make 
change on the level needed as we face so many 
problems at once, such as climate change, eco-
systems degradation and poverty, and issues 
around education, health care and human rights. 
NGOs, nonprofits and governments simply do 
not have all of these.

That said, the evidence also shows that compa-
nies are only successful in global problem-solving 
when they partner with NGOs and nonprofits, 
and sometimes with other companies; engage 
effectively with stakeholders; recognize that 
sustainability is a matter for board governance; 
and commit to accountability and transparency.

For example, Allan Pamba’s work at health-
care company GlaxoSmithKline — in partnership 
with telecommunications company Vodafone 
— is saving the lives of newborns by increasing 
the uptake of DPT vaccines in Mozambique. By 
registering pregnant women on the health min-
istry database when they deliver their babies, 
alerting the mothers via text messages about the 
availability and importance of vaccinations, and 
texting reminders when it’s time for each of the 
follow-ups for the DPT series, GSK aims to in-
crease the uptake for the third dose from 76 per 
cent to 86 per cent. “Seven million children die 
every year before their fifth birthday, many of 
these from vaccinable diseases,” explains Pam-
ba. “A 10 per cent increase in vaccine uptake 
could result in hundreds of thousands of lives 
saved every year.” Through this mobile-enabled 
vaccination program, GSK and Vodafone are 

providing a sustainable business solution that 
involves community health-care workers on the 
front lines and engages mothers in taking re-
sponsibility for saving the lives of their children.

Pamba grew up in Kenya and worked in clin-
ical care in the country for government services, 
mission hospitals and research hospitals. “As 
a child, I grew up in an environment where all 
I saw was donated aid,” he says. “I fell into a 
trap of ‘give me, give me.’ As a young physician 
I recognized that that doesn’t work. I woke up 
to the fact that for solutions to be sustainable, 
you need to earn and buy. That’s why I support 
this approach. It gives people their dignity.”

The GSK and Vodafone model is also good for 
business. “We are not a charity. We are a busi-
ness,” Pamba says. “But we measure our success 
by the volume of medicines and vaccines that we 
get through into the 50 least developed countries, 
rather than the profit we make. Our target — 
set in 2010 — is to grow the volume fivefold by 
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Evidence shows that companies are only 
successful in global problem-solving when 
they partner with NGOs and nonprofits, and 
sometimes with other companies; engage 
effectively with stakeholders; recognize that 
sustainability is a matter for board governance; 
and commit to accountability and transparency.
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long-term success of its business while also being 
good for Earth’s ecosystems. Third, companies 
benefit by reducing costs. Johnson Controls, for 
example, is retrofitting old buildings for energy 
efficiency — buildings such as the Empire State 
Building in New York City and the Inorbit Mall 
in Mumbai. Energy efficiency is cost effective for 
business tenants and so beneficial for commercial 
real estate companies; it’s also good for the world, 
especially since 70 per cent of people will live in 
cities by 2050, and the building sector consumes 
40 per cent of the world’s energy.

Investors, consumers and employees are re-
warding companies for their global problem-solv-
ing strategies. Not only are socially responsible 
investment assets estimated to be as high as $30 
trillion, but even mainstream investors are rec-
ognizing the importance of companies investing 
in sustainability. According to the nonprofit sus-
tainability advocacy group Ceres, mutual funds 
are showing record high support for climate 
change shareholder resolutions. And consulting 
firm Ernst & Young’s 2014 proxy preview shows 
increased investor attention to sustainability and 
board governance and accountability.

Consumers care as well. Deadly factory fires 
and other horrendous human rights violations 
tarnish the reputations of companies, while good-
will is generated by companies such as Unilever, 
where the CEO Paul Polman has committed the 
company’s mission and strategy to sustainability. 
Employees, too, prefer to work with a sense of 
purpose and for companies that are doing good 
in the world.

None of this is to say that governments and 
NGOs do not have a role to play in improv-
ing the world. Indeed, they also have essential 
functions. Government needs to set regulatory 
boundaries and hold companies accountable for 
their business practices. NGOs and nonprofits 
have been and will continue to be keepers of 
the flame, focusing society on pressing issues, 
providing experience and expertise, and ensur-
ing that all members of society are included.

But let me be clear: The biggest opportunity 
we have to solve our most challenging problems 
comes from multinational corporations, some of 
which are becoming the most powerful drivers 
in building a better world. 

Alice Korngold is a consultant and author. This post origi-
nally appeared in Ensia.

GSK and Vodafone profit, while building their 
long-term value. Second, companies benefit by 
mitigating risks. Nike, for example, is investing 
in the development of a global supply chain of 
sustainable materials for apparel and footwear 
since it realizes that the natural materials it had 
been using in the past are becoming scarcer. Nike’s 
commitment to sustainable materials is vital for the 

2015. In the short time that we’ve existed at the 
company, we’ve become the fastest growing unit 
at GSK.” For Vodafone, the mobile company 
generates revenues through text message traffic.

So, as you see, companies are not doing good 
just to be nice. Global problem solving is good for 
business for three reasons. First, companies like 
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Investors, consumers and employees are 
rewarding companies for their global problem-

solving strategies. Not only are socially 
responsible investment assets estimated to be 

as high as $30 trillion, but even mainstream 
investors are recognizing the importance of 

companies investing in sustainability. 

A better world is 
closer than you think
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software that already empowers millions of engineers, 
architects, and design professionals worldwide. 
Design, visualise, and simulate your world-changing ideas 
through Digital Prototyping and help bring your 
innovative solutions to market faster and more profitably. 

With $150,000* of Autodesk® software licenses for just 
$50, a better world just got a whole lot closer. Apply 
today at http://www.autodesk.com.sg/cleantech

*Value is based on a package of up to five commercial licenses of each application.

Autodesk is a registered trademark of Autodesk, Inc., and/or its subsidiaries and/or affiliates in the USA and/or other countries. All other brand names, product names, or 
trademarks belong to their respective holders. Autodesk reserves the right to alter product and services offerings, and specifications and pricing at any time without 
notice, and is not responsible for typographical or graphical errors that may appear in this document. © 2014 Autodesk, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Image: Shutterstock

http://www.ussif.org/files/publications/ussif_impactofsri_aug2013_final.pdf
http://www.ussif.org/files/publications/ussif_impactofsri_aug2013_final.pdf
http://ensia.com/voices/corporations-are-the-only-thing-that-can-save-the-world/
http://
http://
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.eco-business.com%2Fopinion%2Fcorporations-are-only-thing-can-save-world%2F
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Corporations+are+the+only+thing+that+can+save+the+world+%7C+EcoBusiness&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.eco-business.com%2Fopinion%2Fcorporations-are-only-thing-can-save-world%2F


A better world is 
closer than you think
The Autodesk Clean Tech Partner Program provides 
companies like yours with an opportunity to access 
software that already empowers millions of engineers, 
architects, and design professionals worldwide. 
Design, visualise, and simulate your world-changing ideas 
through Digital Prototyping and help bring your 
innovative solutions to market faster and more profitably. 

With $150,000* of Autodesk® software licenses for just 
$50, a better world just got a whole lot closer. Apply 
today at http://www.autodesk.com.sg/cleantech

*Value is based on a package of up to five commercial licenses of each application.

Autodesk is a registered trademark of Autodesk, Inc., and/or its subsidiaries and/or affiliates in the USA and/or other countries. All other brand names, product names, or 
trademarks belong to their respective holders. Autodesk reserves the right to alter product and services offerings, and specifications and pricing at any time without 
notice, and is not responsible for typographical or graphical errors that may appear in this document. © 2014 Autodesk, Inc. All rights reserved. 

http://www.autodesk.com.sg/cleantech


42

A sustainability committee by simple defini-
tion is a body that is accountable for the 
sustainability strategy and performance 
of the business. Not only is it a core part 

of good governance in any company, its role is 
also to integrate both business and sustainability 
priorities so that the company is able to thrive.

There are several reasons why a sustainabil-
ity committee is valuable. From our experience 
working with corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) managers from private and public com-
panies, one of the biggest benefits of having a 
sustainability committee is that it can address 
all functions of a business. 

The role of a CSR manager, by its nature, 
cuts across business operations and support 

functions to orient the organization towards 
a triple bottom line. Also known as the ‘3Ps’ 
for people, planet and profit, this practice of 
considering not just business profits but also 
social and environment aspects of a company’s 
operations is gaining momentum globally. 

Members of a sustainability committee play a 
role as champions of CSR within the company. 
In fact, a good mix of coordinating executives, 
board-level representatives and non-executives can 
be a powerful force to drive genuine engagement 
on sustainability issues amongst senior leaders of 
the business. 

This is important because a lack of sufficient 
backing from key decision-makers to develop and 
sustain the company’s sustainability efforts can 

The existence of a well-structured sustainability committee serves as 
a critical coordinating function for your business, and can also steer a 
CSR strategy into a competitive advantage.

all you need to know about 
sustainability committees

By Junice yeo

opinion

Sustainability committees are usually chaired by senior-level executives in the organization. Examples of major companies in Asia whose sustainability 
committees are chaired directly by the CEO include ANZ Bank, Keppel Corporation and Shangri-La International Management. Image: Shutterstock

http://www.shutterstock.com
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often result in resistance from parts of the busi-
ness required to report or implement the change.

HoW to FoRM YouR oWn 
sustainaBilitY CoMMittEE
Unlike ‘taskforces’ and ad-hoc committees that 
are commonly established within companies 
today, a sustainability committee should be a 
permanent structure within an organization.

Members of the committee should put aside 
a regular timeslot over the course of the year to 
meet and discuss sustainability matters. These 
could be high-level discussions on strategic plan-
ning, or updates on ongoing projects such as sus-
tainability reporting or community investment 
decisions. This meeting needs to be regarded 
with the same level of importance as any other 
board-level meeting. Often, it can be scheduled 
right before or after a board meeting.  

Sustainability committees are usually chaired 
by senior-level executives in the organization. 
Examples of major companies in Asia whose 
sustainability committees are chaired directly by 
the CEO include ANZ Bank, Keppel Corpora-
tion and Shangri-La International Management. 

The sustainability committee at Sembcorp 
Industries is chaired by its Chief Financial Of-
ficer, while StarHub’s is chaired by its Chief 
Marketing Officer.

If you are tasked with establishing a sustain-
ability committee for your organization, here 
are three considerations: 
1. Start with the objectives of the business and the 

CSR team. Be pragmatic about the goals you 
have set in your sustainability programme. 

2. Establish who needs to be around the table. 
If you are working on a proposed list of 
committee members, make sure you list not 
just the names, but also their functions and 
areas where they are expected to contribute 
to the committee, based on their skills and 
experience. It should include representatives 
from all departments needed to deliver the 
programme. Do not forget your subsidiar-
ies - they may possess certain strengths or 
face unique challenges that are important 
to the business and its stakeholders. 

3. Seek a range of different skills, attitudes 
and input; bear in mind the arrangement 
must fit with the corporate culture. Many 
committees fall into the trap of groupthink – 

the practice of making decisions as a group 
that usually results in poor-quality thinking. 
Not only is this dangerous if bad decisions 
are mindlessly implemented, the time and 
resources wasted on ineffectual programmes 
can bring more despair than hope for stake-
holders. A common practice among many 
companies is to include at least two non-ex-
ecutive directors on the committee – they 
are usually invited based on their expertise 
on particular sustainability issues relevant 
to the business.

CREating stRatEgiEs FoR 
tHE long Haul: CHallEngE 
oR oPPoRtunitY?
Corporate Citizenship’s latest publication, Creat-
ing Resilient Strategies, addresses the challenges 
of aligning business strategies within the wider 
context of societal influences. 

This year-long study - which included valu-
able insights from interviews with 16 global 
companies including Jaguar Land Rover and 
SingTel - analysed how companies managed 
disruptive forces such as regulatory changes, en-
vironmental catastrophes or even social media, 
all of which have an impact on their business.

While coping with market uncertainty is a 
daily challenge for all companies, some manage 
to stay resilient and create new business oppor-
tunities while others end up struggling with a 
fast-changing operating environment because 
they have failed to develop strategies that are 
sufficiently far-sighted and robust. Vital oppor-
tunities for innovation and long-term growth 
could be missed in pursuit of short-term gains. 

This underscores the value of a well-rounded 
sustainability committee. With the right combi-
nation of expertise and experience, the committee 
can provide the lens and context to address such 
challenges  - whether it is working with external 
stakeholders to identify issues that the company 
may have overlooked, or questioning why prog-
ress on certain issues might not have been as fast 
as expected. Guided by its overarching corporate 
vision, this committee can be a powerful force 
that not only contributes to sustained business 
growth, but also ensures that the company stays 
on top of its game for a long time to come. 

Junice Yeo is Director of Corporate Citizenship Southeast 
Asia, based in Singapore.

http://corporate-citizenship.com/wp-content/uploads/For-Website-Creating-Resilient-Strategies-UK14-lo-res.pdf
http://corporate-citizenship.com/wp-content/uploads/For-Website-Creating-Resilient-Strategies-UK14-lo-res.pdf
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Solutions to some of our intractable global 
challenges could be found in 2.5 billion 
empowered, young and urban shoppers. 
These are the “aspirationals”, and the 

way they are uniting style and social status with 
sustainability values represents both an oppor-
tunity for business and a lever for change.

Aspirational consumers love shopping, but 
they also want to be socially and environmental-
ly responsible and they respond to brands that 

take initiatives in this direction. While aspira-
tionals are found all over the world, they are 
particularly highly represented in Asia’s emerg-
ing markets: 51% of Chinese people, and 58% 
of Indians, are classed as aspirationals.

Aspirationals are defined the same worldwide 
– based on how consumers answered questions 
about their attitudes and behaviour in research 
conducted by GlobeScan and brand consultan-
cy BBMG (GlobeScan and its national research 

51 per cent of China’s population and 58 per cent of Indians are classed as ‘aspirationals’ by a global survey, a term which refers to upwardly 
mobile consumers who care about style and sustainability. Image: Shutterstock.com

Young urban shoppers, especially in Asia’s emerging markets, tend 
to value both style and sustainability. This can spur the growth of 
sustainable products and services, and open up new collaborative 
business models, says Doug Miller.

How the “aspirationals” are 
changing the world

By doug milleR

opinion

http://www.theaspirationals.com/
http://www.bbmg.com/
http://www.shutterstock.com
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partners interviewed random samples of 1,000 
consumers in each country by telephone or 
in-person during January to April 2014; the na-
tional results are considered accurate to within 
3.5%, 19 times out of 20). Those in industri-
alized countries, however, tend to look beyond 
materialism, while their counterparts in emerg-
ing economies are more motivated by enjoying 
their new wealth.

Yet the social “face” aspects of conspicuous 
consumption, so visible in many Asian cultures, 
are far from the whole picture. In the Chinese 
mindset there is a strong, long-term, collective 
aspiration towards social and environmental 
progress. Urban citizens of emerging economies 
are also motivated by environmental conditions 
that are increasing their personal health concerns.

It is in Asia that the clean technology market is 
alive and well. Our research suggests that serious 
amounts of yuans and rupees are being and will 
be spent on people- and planet-friendly choices. 
For the foreseeable future, entrepreneurs and intra-
prenerus with clean tech solutions for consumers 
will get earlier traction in emerging markets.

Across cultures, aspirationals are particularly 
receptive to market offers in what is variously 
called the sharing, collaborative or “we” economy. 
In emerging markets, sharing a car, washing ma-
chine or other major appliance enables consumers 
to benefit from it more quickly than if they had to 
buy it outright, while greatly reducing its footprint, 
in both ecological and household budget terms.

In industrial economies, a key selling feature 
of sharing is getting to use a higher quality car, 
appliance or tool than a consumer would buy 
themselves, without the hassle of ownership. 
Stylish offers like BMW’s electric “i” Series au-
tomobiles are well suited to this niche.

As with other consumers, aspirationals are 
tribal: peer identity and group norms matter 
to them, and they respond to opportunities for 
meeting like-minded people and taking collec-
tive action. Brands that find ways to leverage 
individual actions into collective impacts across 
their entire consumer base can create the modern 
equivalent of “brand loyalty.” Unilever’s Project 
Sunlight is a case in point; 83 million “Acts of 
Sunlight”, from improving health to helping the 
environment, were recorded by consumers on 
its website after only six months.

Other corporate platforms that are well po-
sitioned to engage Aspirationals include BT’s 
Better Future, HP’s Living Progress, McDonald’s 
Together for Good, M&S’s Plan A and The Walt 
Disney Company’s Be Inspired.

Being upwardly mobile and highly socially 
engaged, both online and offline, aspiration-
als are more likely than others to shape socie-
tal norms in their countries. Their power as a 
cultural force is illustrated by the way urban 
Millennials have made car-sharing services like 
Zipcar feel “cool” to the wider population.

Consequently, aspirationals represent not 
only an opportunity for profit, but also for 
well-focused government leadership and nudges 
to mobilize latent consumer readiness to act in 
new ways. People know that government and 
business institutions can leverage larger change 
than they can as consumers; the public needs to 
see these institutions playing their part.

Aspirationals are redefining modern con-
sumption, unlocking the market for sustainable 
products and services, and propelling the econ-
omy forward through new business models. 
Brands that tap the power of this segment will 
be big winners – and they will help to address 
humanity’s challenges in the process. 

Doug Miller is Chairman of GlobeScan, the stakeholder in-
telligence & engagement firm with offices in London, San 
Francisco and Toronto. This post originally appeared on 
the World Economic Forum Blog.
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Even in companies with large global or re-
gional sustainability programmes, there 
could still be a palpable disconnect from 
employees who see this as a top down 

initiative. Companies who manage to overcome 
this eventually gain many commercial and in-
tangible benefits, such as cost savings and im-
proved staff morale and bonding. 

It can also be a real driver of innovation and a 
great way to attract and retain talent – especially 
Generation Y, who are increasingly looking to 
work in companies that reflect their own social 
and environmental values.

According to the Gallup-Healthways Well-be-
ing Index, an annual survey of job satisfaction 
among employees, the single most important way 
to engage workers is to give them meaningful work. 
The survey found that organizations that do this 
successfully have almost four times the earnings 
per share growth compared to organizations with 
lesser engagement in the same industry.

Any kind of culture change can be challenging 
and engaging employees on sustainability is no 

exception. However, there are positive stories 
which we can learn from to embed green prac-
tices in a company’s culture or to use as a driver 
for a more fundamental sustainability transfor-
mation at the product and process levels.  

So how can companies engage employees 
around sustainability?  

Here are some key steps that may help your 
organisation: 

1. CREatE a solid vision 
FoR YouR sustainaBilitY 
stRatEgY 

It is important for a company to articulate its 
sustainability plans and vision, and for the senior 
management to be part of the process. When 
employees see their leaders walking the talk and 
aligning their behaviour with the company’s 
sustainability strategy, it enables them to feel 
part of something bigger than their daily work.  

2. CREatE aWaREnEss 
Sustainability can easily be construed as a 

topic that’s ‘out there’ and ‘big picture’ - far 
removed from the day-to-day activities of em-
ployees.  This is why it is important to simplify 
complex ideas and keep them on employees’ 
radars through regular talks, workshops, and 
hands-on activities that cater to their knowledge 
and interest levels. This would enable them to 
relate to these bigger issues. It is also import-
ant for them to see how their actions do make 
a difference to their teams, the organisation, 
wider society and the environment.  One good 
resource is the Singapore Environment Coun-
cil’s Project Eco Office, an outreach programme 
that provides companies with materials to help 
them raise awareness and cultivate environ-
ment-friendly habits in the workplace.  

Companies may have well established sustainability initiatives, but 
when it comes to attracting support and participation for them, 
how engaged are their employees, really?  

How to engage your employees 
on sustainability

By BhaVani PRaKash

opinion

Sustainability can be a 
topic that’s ‘out there’ 
and ‘big picture’ - far 
removed from the day-
to-day activities of 
employees.  This is why 
it is important to simplify 
complex ideas and keep 
them on employees’ 
radars through regular 
talks, workshops, and 
hands-on activities that 
cater to their knowledge 
and interest levels. 
Image: Shutterstock

http://www.well-beingindex.com/
http://www.well-beingindex.com/
http://www.ecooffice.com.sg/web/index.php
http://www.shutterstock.com


47

3. FaCilitatE RatHER  
tHan instRuCt 

The best ideas tend to come from employees them-
selves. Andrew Bryson, Singapore-based Regional 
Director of Transformation - Asia Pacific at Saatchi 
& Saatchi, shared how his company had worked 
with Walmart employees to create a voluntary 
personal sustainability project  to help them make 
small changes in their everyday habits towards 
living a greener, healthier life.  These changes were 
driven by the idea that each action was “small, 
able to be done anytime, anywhere and good 
for the organisation and our planet.”  The other 
principles were that participation was completely 
voluntary, and the actions were ‘RISE’ - repeatable, 
inspirational, sustainable and enjoyable.

4. Find and suPPoRt 
CHaMPions  

It is important to seek out natural enthusiasts  
who are keen to take the lead on sustainabili-
ty initiatives, and give them necessary support 
through training and other assistance. This is an 
effective way to tap into the grassroots energy in 
the organisation and is as important as the top-
down push that comes from the management.  
Encourage these champions to form and lead 
green teams across different levels that nurture 
a diversity of perspectives and interactions.

5. MEasuRE and MakE 
CoMMitMEnts

Enable employees to define metrics and share 
them on the intranet, so as to help them track 
progress on their efforts to reduce their carbon 
footprint. Help the team create simple tools to 
measure and share collective savings in emis-
sions from taking public transport, carpooling, 
switching off appliances and so on. Encourage 
friendly competition amongst various teams to 
make it fun and interesting. For the company’s 
products and supply chain activities, ensure met-
rics link back to employees’ performance-based 
reward systems, so as to incentivize them to 
incorporate sustainability into their work.  

6. CoMMuniCatE & CElEBRatE
Talk to staff about sustainability regularly through 
newsletters, staff meeting and company gatherings.  
Share stories from within the organisation about 
the efforts and success of various teams. Another 

tool to use is the company’s sustainability reports 
which are often painstakingly created , but seldom 
leveraged as a topic of discussion with staff to cre-
ate employee engagement.  It is also important to 
regularly celebrate key milestones that are achieved 
by employees, as this reaffirms the importance that 
the organisation attaches to sustainability efforts. 

Organisations should also consider moving from 
Engagement 1.0 to Engagement 2.0, which is 
characterised by a higher level of employee en-
gagement towards sustainability, where employ-
ee goals and targets are more actively connected 
with the company’s sustainability strategy. 

A company’s focus also expands from green 
office practices to innovation in operations and 
services.  The motivation for some employees to 
adopt sustainable practices may stem from person-
al passion, but in Engagement 2.0 it becomes an 
organisation-wide movement with clearly defined 
incentives and career paths linked to the achieve-
ment of sustainability targets.  The efforts of em-
ployees become supported organisation-wide  and 
the company is able to capture the business and 
social value of such sustainability efforts, which 
begin to become embedded in its DNA.

There is all round gain to be made from a 
business, employee, societal and planetary per-
spective.  It’s an ongoing journey, but one that 
is enriching and rewarding. 

Bhavani Prakash is a sustainability speaker, trainer, con-
sultant with Green Collar Asia.com

Image: National Environment Education Foundation

Goals Unclear and  
self-selected + Connected to 

sustainability strategy

Focus
Green practices  
(e.g., cafeteria, 
recycling, events)

+
Innovation 
(operations, products, 
services)

Motivation Personal passion + Organisational 
incentives/career path

Organization Self-organizes (or 
sometimes top-down) +

Institutional support 
balanced with 
grassroots initiative

Measurement
Little or no 
measurement/ 
evaluation

+
Initial steps 
to document 
accomplishments and 
business value

FROM ENGAGEMENT 1.0 TO ENGAGEMENT 2.0

EngagEMEnt 1.0 EngagEMEnt 2.0

http://www.neefusa.org/pdf/Toward_Engagement_2.pdf
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Each time it announces new targets, it also 
publishes results on how it fared in achieving 
previous ones.

In its latest declaration in June, the company’s 
Asia Pacific office pledged that by March 2016, 
its range of eco-friendly home appliances such as 
refrigerators, air conditioners, washing machines, 
microwave ovens and televisions in Southeast 
Asia and Oceania will cut carbon emissions by 
8 million tonnes across their lifespan.

The company will meet their targets by en-
hancing the energy and resource efficiency of 

Manufacturing companies have long 
pursued greater efficiencies for their 
products, but when a company pub-
licly declares increasingly stringent 

emission reduction targets to achieve this, con-
sumers know they mean business.

This is what electronics multinational Pana-
sonic Asia Pacific has set out to do through its 
Eco Declaration Framework, a global initiative 
in which the company announces a set of envi-
ronmental sustainability targets for a three-year 
timeframe that it will adhere to. 

industry spotlight

The global electronics firm recently announced that it will make its 
products and manufacturing processes more energy efficient such that 
it will save a potential 8 million tonnes of greenhouse gases by 2016.

Panasonic means business with 
ambitious sustainability targets

By Vaidehi shah

Panasonic is enhancing the energy efficiency of its 
consumer product ranges such that they will save 8 

million tonnes of emissions through their life cycles by 
2015. Image: Panasonic Asia Pacific
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By being accountable to our stakeholders and 
the general public, we aim to maintain the trust 
they have in the company and engage them in 
our sustainability efforts. The Eco Declaration 
also serves as internal targets to bring our 
employees together in the sustainability cause.
—Junichiro Kitagawa, managing director, Panasonic Asia Pacific

individual products, such as increasing the en-
ergy savings of air conditioners by 65 per cent, 
and making washing machines 45 per cent more 
efficient.

This will be achieved by harnessing Panaso-
nic’s Econavi sensor technology, which moni-
tors factors such as human activity in rooms, or 
laundry load quantities in washing machines. 
The technology controls power and water con-
sumption based on this information to use en-
ergy and resources more efficiently. 

In total, enhancing the energy efficiency of 
its products will help users achieve 15 billion 
kilowatt hours of electricity savings across the 
products’ lifespan, which amounts to almost 1.3 
per cent of Southeast Asia’s annual residential 
energy requirements, said the company.

By 2016, Panasonic Asia Pacific’s manu-
facturing practices will also be streamlined to 
reduce a further 700,000 tonnes of emissions 
versus business-as-usual levels – that is, level of 
emissions projected if Panasonic’s manufactur-
ing practices did not undergo any improvements 
since the fiscal year ending March 2006.

Globally, the entire Panasonic group of com-
panies recorded 3.13 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide emissions for the financial year ending 
March 2013.

Under the Eco Declaration initiative, the 
company’s regional offices set targets appro-
priate to their specific region. In Europe, for 
example, the firm has also pledged to cut car-
bon emissions by 10,000 tonnes across its Eu-
ropean manufacturing sites, achieve 99 per cent 
recycling rates in its operations and deliver a 
5 per cent reduction in waste amounts relative 
to production. The company aims to meet all 
these targets by 2016.

Panasonic Asia Pacific managing director 
Junichiro Kitagawa said setting such ambitious 
targets was necessary to help reduce energy 
consumption, especially in rapidly developing 
Southeast Asia.

By 2035, electricity consumption in Southeast 
Asia will be almost three times of that in 2011, 
he noted, citing a recent Southeast Asia Energy 
Outlook Report published by the International 
Energy Agency.

“The strain on existing resources has also led 
more governments to formulate and strengthen 

environmental legislations, particularly in the 
area of energy efficiency”, he said.

“To meet this growing energy demand, Pana-
sonic  aims  to  power  eco  lifestyles  with  our  
innovative  energy  management  technolo-
gies, comprehensive products and integrated 
sustainable solutions”, he added, saying that 
the company would also expand the range of 
available energy-saving consumer products.

nEW oPPoRtunitiEs 
tHRougH sustainaBlE 
innovation
Kitagawa told Eco-Business that not only does 
pursuing these targets help Panasonic fulfil its 
environmental commitments, it also helps the 
company accrue cost savings and create new 
business opportunities.

“By setting performance benchmarks, we are 
able to constantly challenge ourselves to do better. 
Strengthening our environmental activities not 
only helps to reduce cost through energy saving 
measures in our manufacturing operations, but 
also contribute to the development and growth 
of specific businesses like business-to-business 
and business-to-government solutions, consumer 
electronics and housing”, he said.

Indeed, Panasonic’s innovations in energy ef-
ficient electronics have led to collaborations with 
other businesses and governments on projects 
that make cities smart and sustainable through 
the deployment of technology, products and 
solutions, and the provision of technical advice.

These include contributing to the Low Car-
bon Society for the Iskandar Economic Zone 
in Malaysia, and the Smart Home Energy Pilot 
feasibility study in Singapore. 

http://www.panasonic.com/sg/consumer/air-conditioners-learn/features-explanation/econavi-with-intelligent-eco-sensors.html
http://www.panasonic.com/sg/consumer/home-appliance/washing-machines/front-load/na-148vg3.html
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/SoutheastAsiaEnergyOutlook_WEO2013SpecialReport.pdf
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/SoutheastAsiaEnergyOutlook_WEO2013SpecialReport.pdf
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The former is an initiative by the Malaysian 
government to develop a green corridor in the 
state of Johor by implementing a slew of sus-
tainability initiatives.

The Singapore project, jointly conducted by 
the country’s Housing and Development Board 
and Energy Market Authority, is a year-long 
study that assesses the feasibility of energy ef-
ficient technologies such as home energy man-
agement systems which provide energy usage 
data to residents.

This is Panasonic’s second Eco Declaration 
since the programme was launched in 2009. The 
company exceeded the targets set for the previ-
ous declaration which was made in April 2010.

For example, the company’s green manu-
facturing practices achieved 638,000 tonnes 

of carbon emission reductions versus busi-
ness-as-usual levels between April 2010 and 
March 2013, surpassing their original target 
by 38,000 tonnes.

Panasonic also set up three more ‘Eco Mod-
el Factories’ in Singapore, Vietnam, India and 
Philippines in recent years to showcase sustain-
ability efforts in the manufacturing sector. This 
is in line with the company’s vision to set up 
one ‘Eco Model’ factory in each country with 
manufacturing facilities.

Students can also learn about the company’s 
green industrial practices through visits to these 
Eco Model factories. About 280,000 youth have 
benefitted from these programmes, exceeding 
Panasonic’s target of 200,000, it said.

ClEaR and oPEn 
CoMMuniCation
The combination of internal innovation and 
external outreach through the Eco Declaration 
Framework has helped Panasonic establish an 
open and clear communication channel with the 
company’s stakeholders, the public, and even 
Panasonic’s large employee base, said Kitagawa.

“By being accountable to our stakeholders 
and the general public, we aim to maintain 
the trust they have in the company and engage 
them in our sustainability efforts”, he shared. 
“The Eco Declaration also serves as internal 
targets to bring our employees together for the 
sustainability cause”. 

In addition to public trust, Panasonic’s em-
phasis on accountability to its stakeholders has 
also been rewarded with greater business growth.

“The response from our business and govern-
ment partners has been positive”, said Kitagawa, 
referring to the new partnerships that the com-
pany has clinched in both these sectors.

“On the consumer side, there is already an 
uptake in eco products, from 49 per cent to 80 
per cent between April 2010 and March 2013. 
We hope customers will continue to switch to 
save,” he added.

Kitagawa told Eco-Business that he hoped that 
Panasonic’s sustainability benchmarking would 
spur other global manufacturers to follow suit.

“We hope this can spur other global manu-
facturers to join hands in the eco endeavour”, 
he said. 
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By 2050, it will be a crime to inflict large-
scale damage to the environment under 
international law, the world will use only 
4 million barrels of oil a day, down from 

the 89 million barrels used daily in 2011, and 
all the fish consumed worldwide will only come 
from sustainable sources.

Every nation will also have signed up to a 
binding agreement on greenhouse gas emis-
sions, malaria will have been eradicated, and 
the world’s population will register at 8.6 bil-
lion - 1 billion less than the projected figure by 
the United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs today.

This is the vision set out in The World We 
Made, a creative non-fiction book by Forum for 
the Future founder and director, Jonathon Por-
ritt. Published by Phaidon in October 2013, the 
book is presented as a series of 50 retrospective 
essays written by fictional history teacher Alex 
McKay in 2050.

The World We Made outlines key global events, 
lifestyle changes and technological developments 
that will bring the “world back from the brink 
of collapse” to a more sustainable, secure, and 
equitable state by 2050. It is a multidisciplinary 
effort that addresses issues as wide-ranging as 
energy, food and water security, poverty, health, 
cyber security, and financial markets.

Porritt, who has also served as co-chair of 
the United Kingdom’s (UK) Green Party and the 
chairman of the UK Sustainable Development 
Commission, paints a picture of 2050 that is 
more optimistic than most scenarios today.

This rosy vision is made credible through Por-
ritt’s deep understanding of the complex issues 
driving sustainability. Some of the solutions Porritt 
conjures, such as the development of new biofuels 
efficient enough to power aircraft, and the signing 
of a globally binding climate change agreement in 
2020 are intuitive and natural progressions from 
the technology and policies that exist today.

Others, such as the Vatican declaring contra-
ception to be “a matter of private conscience 
rather than papal direction” in 2018, or the 
predominance of artificially grown meat in food 
markets, are more controversial.

The book is also tempered with realism, and 
acknowledges that despite the plethora of pro-
posed solutions, some crucial targets might not The World We Made book cover. Image: Phaidon

book review

Through a series of imaginative and well-
researched essays, Jonathon Porritt’s The World 
We Made shows how we can achieve a more 
sustainable, equitable and connected world by 
2050 than the one we live in today.

 The World We Made: 
a hopeful note  
from 2050

By Vaidehi shah
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be met. For example, the globally agreed upon 
target of limiting temperature rise to 2°C will be 
exceeded, and despite a series of technological, 
social, and political breakthroughs leading up 
to 2050, 2045 will still be “the worst year ever 
from the point of view of climate change.”

Nevertheless, the efforts by policymakers, scien-
tists, communities, and even religious leaders are 
puzzle pieces that fit together seamlessly to depict 
a world that is by no means perfect, but far more 
sustainable and equitable than what it is today.

Despite its overall air of optimism, The World 
We Made also paints a dire picture of what the 
world will look like when its current unsustain-
able trajectory hits rock bottom. For example, the 
American city of New Orleans will be permanently 
evacuated due to rising sea levels in 2035 and a 
global famine will leave 10 million dead in 2025.

Porritt has no qualms about lambasting the 
idea of constant growth on a finite planet as a 
“pathetic illusion”, and calls people who will still 
own personal vehicles in 2050 “crusty old nostal-
gics”. His frank commentary, combined with the 
book’s casual, conversational tone, helps make 
a dense and complex issue accessible to readers.

The book is enriched by a collection of pho-
toshopped images that depict the major trans-
formations that will have taken place by 2050. 
It helps readers imagine how a slum in Lagos, 
Nigeria could be retrofitted with solar panels on 

every roof, or how air travel could be completely 
overhauled with the invention of “slow travel” 
air cruisers which look like they belong more 
to the world of science fiction than to reality.

The World We Made is chock-full of seeming-
ly achievable and effective solutions for a better 
future. By presenting such a vivid idea of what 
the world could look like in 2050, the book 
gives hope that there are steps that individuals, 
communities and politicians can take to avert 
the disastrous consequences of climate change, 
population growth and poor governance.

It is a refreshing and reasoned voice amidst a 
sea of troubling predictions on the planets future, 
such as those by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change’s fifth assessment report and 
the UK Met Office. The book promises hope 
even as it urges for quick and decisive action.

In a postscript, Porritt cautions that “if we 
can’t deliver the necessarily limited vision of 
a better world mapped out in The World We 
Made, then the harsh truth is that no other vi-
sion will be available to us anyway.” 

We can still move to address today’s 
converging crises faster than the speed at 
which those crises threaten to overwhelm us.

—Jonathon Porritt, author, The World We Made

Digital depiction of solar panels over irrigation channels in 
Punjab, India. Image: Phaidon
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