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Watching the developments at the recent United 
Nations climate summit unfold from Asia, I was 
struck by UN chief Ban Ki-moon’s optimism, 
which shone through all the grand posturing and 
speeches delivered over the course of the week.

Declaring that the meeting had delivered, 
the UN Secretary-General pointed to all the 
commitment and pledges made by government 
and business leaders as proof: financing for 
the Green Climate Fund, commitment from 
a coalition to mobilise US$200 billion for 
low-carbon and climate-resilient development, 
the doubling of the green bonds market, and 
the support for carbon pricing by major com-
panies, among other pledges.

Critics say this isn’t enough. After all, we’ve 
had a slew of sobering news recently. The World 
Meteorological Organisation last month re-
ported that greenhouse gas emissions reached 
a record last year, and that our oceans are 
acidifying faster than at any time in the last 
300 million years. WWF also reported that 
the planet has lost half of its wildlife in the 
past 40 years due to human threats.  

It is therefore useful that meetings like the 
UN climate summit help keep climate action in 
sharp focus and at the top of the global agenda. 

There is growing momentum in the business 
world to take sustainability seriously, and this 
is increasingly evident in Asia, where a recent 
Accenture report observed that 76 per cent of 
Asian CEOs expect sustainability to transform 
their industries within the next five years.

In other words, CEOs are realising that doing 
good business is good for business. This is why 
Eco-Business has adopted a new tagline, The Fu-
ture of Good Business, which encapsulates our 
mission in writing about the companies and gov-
ernments that are leading the way and advancing 
dialogue on this global shift towards a new form 
of capitalism. 

In this issue, we provide a snapshot of the 
state of responsible business in Asia in the 
run-up to the Responsible Business Forum on 
Sustainable Development to be held in Sin-
gapore next month. As the leading event on 
sustainable business in the region, the forum 
will convene regional business, government 
and civic society leaders to discuss why it is 
important that businesses re-think the way 
they operate and how to redefine the age-old 
Asian concept of prosperity. 

We also look at the pace of change that 
is gripping Asia’s energy landscape and look 
forward to the inaugural Asia Clean Energy 
Summit, which will seek to discuss ways to 
accelerate Asia’s path to renewable energy.

We hope you will enjoy this issue as much 
as we did putting it together. Meanwhile, stay 
tuned as we continue to bring you reports on 
global developments in this space, especially in 
the lead up to the UNFCCC meeting in Lima, 
Peru, and what it means for business.
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An inclusive business model that
collects discarded fishing nets
from coastal communities
and recycles them
into carpet tile.

A rare double barrier reef spanning 
97 miles within the 7,107 islands
of the Philippine archipelago.

If all the fishing nets
discarded every year
in this area alone were
laid out end to end, they
would go around the world

The communities have no 
sustainable way of disposing 
of or recycling their used 
fishing nets.

The discarded fishing
nets continue to
kill and injure
marine life.

1.39 TIMES

Danajon Bank

In old days, wherever you go out 
fishing, you were assured of a 
catch. Unlike today there will be 
times you will catch nothing.
Eduardo Valmoria Furog
Fisherman - Jao Island, Bohol, Philippines

Our community bank was able to loan 
money out for things like school. My 
sister was one of the first to get such 
a loan. Never did I think this would 
happen because of a fishing net.

Cristina Peptio
Village Community Banking Group

Net-Works has been a big help 
where waste disposal is concerned 
because now, people do not throw 
their nets along the coast.

Edrich Baron 
Shop owner & Community Banking Chairman
Guindacpan Island, Bohol, Philippines

A carpet manufacturer, yarn producer, and conservation charity may 
seem like a strange partnership, however our common aim is to redesign 

the supply chain to create positive community and ecological benefit.

A unique global partnership

Global carpet tile manufacturer
Responsibility: After developing the initial 
concept for the programme, our roles include 
strategy, initial funding for start-up of Net-Works 
sites, business acumen, and using our global 
platform to promote the programme.

Interface® 
Global conservation organisation
Responsibility: strategic & local implementation. 
Incorporating ZSL Philippines whose 
responsibilities include community organising, 
supporting community finance, coordinating net 
collection & baling and local transportation.

Zoological Society of London

Leading global producers of Nylon 6 yarn
Responsibility: using their depolymerisation 
process to turn waste fishing nets and other waste 
material into regenerated yarn.

Micro finance organisation, responsible for 
community organising, community finance and 
supporting net collection.

Negros Women for 
Tomorrow Foundation

A fair trade organisation working with farmers, 
women, fisherfolk and grassroots communities to 
export goods from the Philippines, SPFTC provides 
valuable support to Net-Works by coordinating the 
export of nets from Cebu to Aquafil in Slovenia.

Southern Partners and
Fairtrade Center Inc.

We have already engaged thousands of people in the Philippines, 

Empowering communities

WITH

RESULTS
IMPRESSIVE

of rice can be bought from 
the cash earned by selling 
25 kilograms of waste net.

84,000
MEALS

could be provided for 
families every year if we 
meet our 2015 target.

18,870
MILES

of discarded fishing nets were collected 
in the first 18 months. That’s three times 

longer than the Great Wall of China.

10KG

A key aspect of the programme provides financial
services through community banks.

Micro loans are provided for times of crisis, and the opportunity to build 
savings allows local people to develop their livelihoods or pay school fees.

Community banks

Net-Works aims to collect

38,000KG
of discarded nets every year
and keep them out of fragile ecosystems. 
That’s more than the weight of an adult 
humpback whale.

Environmental restoration

The process
We are creating a fairly traded supply chain for Nylon 6 fishing nets 
which uses an inclusive business model
to benefit poor communities and the
environment in the long-term.

Collecting & cleaning
The local communities collect, 
aggregate and clean discarded 

Nylon 6 fishing nets.

Baling
The core partners have developed 

a mechanical baling machine 
which compresses and packs the 

nets without electricity.

Buying
The nets are then sold through

Net-Works providing participants 
with a supplemental income.

Shipping
The nets are then 
shipped to Aquafil.

Regeneration
Aquafil’s Regeneration 

System turns the Nylon 6 
from the waste nets and 
other sources into 100% 

recycled carpet yarn.

Production
Interface purchases this 100% 
recycled yarn and turns it into 

beautiful carpet tile.
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A

BIG
PROBLEM

54.8
MILLION

People rely on the oceans 
for their livelihood.

1.0
BILLION
People (in the most 

deprived areas) depend 
on fish for a healthy, 

balanced diet.

640
THOUSAND

Tonnes of fishing gear is 
abandoned in the World’s 

oceans every year.
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inclusive 
business turns 
old nets into 
new carpets

Net-Works, a new enterprise by 
Interface and the Zoological 
Society of London which 
recycles old fishing nets 
into carpets while lifting 
the incomes of poor fishing 
communities, is expanding from 
the Philippines’ coastlines to 
Cameroon’s lake reserves.

Continued on the next spread
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An unlikely union between global carpet 
maker Interface and biodiversity group Zoolog-
ical Society of London (ZSL), along with groups 
of fishermen in the Philippines, has spawned a 
new enterprise that transforms old, discarded 
fishing nets into crisp, new carpets.

The initiative, called Net-Works, has saved 
more than 38,600 kilogrammes of discarded fish-
ing nets from becoming pollutants in the ocean, 
and helped 4,500 villagers in communities in the 
Philippines to earn supplemental income equal 
to 84,000 additional meals, said its creators.

Interface and ZSL announced late last month 
that the success of its pilot programme, imple-
mented in 24 communities in the island of Bo-
hol, central Philippines in 2012, will soon be 
replicated in the Lake Ossa region in Cameroon.

Discarded fishing nets make up a large pro-
portion of solid waste in fishing communities 
such as the Danajon Bank in Bohol, one of 
the six double barrier reefs in the world, and 
thereby endangers the surrounding vulnerable 
marine ecosystem.

Fishing nets, which are made from the same 
material that is used to make carpet yarn, can 
persist for centuries if they are not disposed of 
properly, said ZSL.

Net-Works addresses the growing environ-
mental problem of discarded fishing nets, while 
at the same time supports Interface’s ambitious 
Mission Zero® goals to source 100 per cent 
recycled nylon.

The gathered nets are sold to and recycled 
by Italian yarn manufacturer Aquafil into nylon 
yarn that Interface uses to produce carpet tile.

“Inclusive business is about finding ways to 
have a net positive impact on social and envi-
ronmental issues while still minding the bottom 
line,” said Nigel Stansfield, chief innovations 
officer for Interface. “We are challenging the 
status quo to reimagine our supply chain in a 
way that improves our ability to source recy-
cled content, while simultaneously cleaning up 

oceans and lakes and lifting people from pov-
erty. It’s ambitious, and it’s working.”

Dr. Heather Koldewey, head of global con-
servation programs for ZSL, said: “We believe 
Net-Works is both scalable and replicable, and 
we also commit to develop the Net-Works in-
frastructure so that it can become a free-stand-
ing, financially viable program independent of 
Interface and ZSL.”

To that end, a Net-Works tool kit will be re-
leased in the first quarter of 2015, a field guide 
that will help more partners set up Net-Works 
collection hubs in pursuit of inclusive business.

Net-Works will also be expanded in two ad-
ditional hubs over the next three years. 

By Jessica cheam

The initiative, called Net-Works, has saved 
more than 38,600 kilogrammes of discarded 
fishing nets from becoming pollutants in 
the ocean, and helped 4,500 villagers in 
communities in the Philippines to earn 
supplemental income equal to 84,000 
additional meals, said its creators.

Fishing nets, which are made from the same 
material that is used to make carpet yarn, can 
persist for centuries if they are not disposed of 
properly, said ZSL.

Click to view the video

infographic

http://www.eco-business.com/videos/inclusive-business-turns-old-nets-into-new-carpets/
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supporting net collection.

Negros Women for 
Tomorrow Foundation

A fair trade organisation working with farmers, 
women, fisherfolk and grassroots communities to 
export goods from the Philippines, SPFTC provides 
valuable support to Net-Works by coordinating the 
export of nets from Cebu to Aquafil in Slovenia.

Southern Partners and
Fairtrade Center Inc.

We have already engaged thousands of people in the Philippines, 

Empowering communities

WITH

RESULTS
IMPRESSIVE

of rice can be bought from 
the cash earned by selling 
25 kilograms of waste net.

84,000
MEALS

could be provided for 
families every year if we 
meet our 2015 target.

18,870
MILES

of discarded fishing nets were collected 
in the first 18 months. That’s three times 

longer than the Great Wall of China.

10KG

A key aspect of the programme provides financial
services through community banks.

Micro loans are provided for times of crisis, and the opportunity to build 
savings allows local people to develop their livelihoods or pay school fees.

Community banks

Net-Works aims to collect

38,000KG
of discarded nets every year
and keep them out of fragile ecosystems. 
That’s more than the weight of an adult 
humpback whale.

Environmental restoration

The process
We are creating a fairly traded supply chain for Nylon 6 fishing nets 
which uses an inclusive business model
to benefit poor communities and the
environment in the long-term.

Collecting & cleaning
The local communities collect, 
aggregate and clean discarded 

Nylon 6 fishing nets.

Baling
The core partners have developed 

a mechanical baling machine 
which compresses and packs the 

nets without electricity.

Buying
The nets are then sold through

Net-Works providing participants 
with a supplemental income.

Shipping
The nets are then 
shipped to Aquafil.

Regeneration
Aquafil’s Regeneration 

System turns the Nylon 6 
from the waste nets and 
other sources into 100% 

recycled carpet yarn.

Production
Interface purchases this 100% 
recycled yarn and turns it into 

beautiful carpet tile.

1

3

2

4

6

5

A

BIG
PROBLEM

54.8
MILLION

People rely on the oceans 
for their livelihood.

1.0
BILLION
People (in the most 

deprived areas) depend 
on fish for a healthy, 

balanced diet.

640
THOUSAND

Tonnes of fishing gear is 
abandoned in the World’s 

oceans every year.
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I n the largest showing of corporate ambition 
in recent times, business leaders from across 
the globe convening at the United Nations 
climate summit in New York last month 

pledged significant actions to, in the words of 
UN chief Ban Ki-moon, “crystallize a global 
vision for low-carbon economic growth and to 
advance climate action”.

Several initiatives were announced, includ-
ing a more than US$200 billion commitment 

towards the Green Climate Fund to finance 
low-carbon and climate-resilient development 
by a coalition of government, business and civil 
society organisations, and a new initiative called 
RE 100, where a group of 100 major compa-
nies - including Swedish furniture giant IKEA 
and retail giant H&M - will power all their 
operations with renewable energy by 2020.

UN climate envoy and former Irish presi-
dent Mary Robinson summed the proceedings 

feature

While big businesses flexed their muscle at the United Nations 
climate summit last month, Asian companies were conspicuously 
absent. But there are encouraging signs that corporate Asia is 
awakening to the benefits of understanding and applying corporate 
sustainability to business strategies. Jessica Cheam reports.

the state of responsible 
business in asia

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon hosted the Climate Summit 2014 at UN headquarters in New York on 23 September. In inviting world leaders, from 
government, finance, business, and civil society, the Secretary-General asked them to bring bold announcements and actions to the Summit that will 
reduce emissions, strengthen climate resilience, and mobilize political will for a meaningful legal agreement in 2015. Image: United Nations

By Jessica cheam
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up aptly when she noted: “The message from 
the climate summit… is that it’s not business 
as usual with a little bit of green attached. It’s 
changing course.”

Over the past decade, increased awareness 
of climate change and the growing global mo-
mentum to tackle related challenges such as 
climate risks, resource scarcity and poverty 
have indeed changed the business environment 
and put an uncomfortable spotlight on the way 
companies operate.

Corporate sustainability, often also termed 
corporate responsibility, or corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), has made its way into 
boardrooms and to the top of the global agen-
da, popularising the belief that it is no longer 
acceptable for businesses to make profits unless 
it is done in a responsible manner that benefits 
the community and environment.

Advocates also point out that improving a 
company’s social and environmental perfor-
mance will save money, enhance profitability, 
and generate more business value. This is backed 
by a new report released by the non-profit Car-
bon Disclosure Project last month, which found 
that S&P (Standard & Poor’s)500 companies 
that built sustainability into their core strategies 
are outperforming those that failed to show 
leadership in this area.

Arguably, the concept has taken root more 
firmly in developed countries than in developing 
Asia. While big businesses flexed their corpo-
rate muscle on the UN stage last month, Asian 
companies were conspicuously absent.

Assaad Razzouk, board member of the Asso-
ciation for Sustainable and Responsible Invest-
ing in Asia (ASrIA), told Eco-Business: “Disap-
pointingly, Asian companies are laggards and 
have not assumed their responsibilities to the 
same extent as their peers in Australia, Europe 
and the United States.”

He pointed to a recent initiative where 
global institutional investors representing 
over $24 trillion in assets pledged to increase 
low carbon and climate resilient investments: 
only 12 out of the 348 signatories were from 
Asia, representing a mere 1.3 per cent of to-
tal assets.

“Asian institutions need to do much, much 
better. After all, Asia is at the forefront of the 

suffering from climate change, whereas Europe 
and the United States are not,” he says.

A global study of CEOs’ perspectives on 
sustainability last year by consultancy firm Ac-
centure and UN Global Compact also found 
that Asian CEOs are not yet leading on sus-
tainability. In Asia, “sustainability may not yet 
have made the transition from a philanthropic 
concept towards an approach embedded into 
companies, industries and markets”, write the 
report’s authors.

sLoWLY, BUt sUrELY
There are encouraging signs however that cor-
porate Asia is awakening to the benefits of 
understanding and applying corporate sustain-
ability to business strategies – and to the pitfalls 
of choosing to ignore it.

The high-profile Rana Plaza factory col-
lapse in Bangladesh last year which killed 
1,100 garment industry workers linked to 
western brands such as UK’s Primark and 
Italy’s Benetton, and the exposed slavery 
earlier this year in Thailand’s prawn in-
dustry, which supplies supermarket giants 
like Tesco and Carrefour, demonstrate that 
global supply chain issues go beyond na-

Secretary-General Ban (centre) chairs one of the segments of the UN Climate Summit 
2014. Image: United Nations
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tional boundaries and can damage reputable 
brands overnight.

The good news is that the same Accenture 
study, which surveyed more than 1,000 top ex-
ecutives from 27 industries across 103 countries, 
found that 76 per cent of Asian CEOs expect 
sustainability to transform their industries within 
five years, versus a global average of 63 per cent.

Activity on sustainability also appears to be 
on the rise, with 78 per cent of CEOs report-
ing that they are incorporating sustainability 
practices into their core businesses more than 
they did five years ago. More than half — 52 
per cent — report that sustainability issues will 
be “very important” to their future success — 
a figure above the global 45 per cent, and well 
over the 32 per cent in Europe.

The study notes that the growing impor-
tance of sustainability to business success may 
be powered by the urban transformation tak-
ing place across the region. “In providing the 
means for Asia’s transition towards a new re-
source economy, many companies see a unique 
opportunity to differentiate their business and 
seize new waves of growth,” it notes.

asia’s first sUstainaBiLitY 
ranking
Perhaps the clearest indicator that the con-
versation on sustainability is maturing was 
the launch of Asia’s first sustainability index 
by Singapore broadcaster Channel NewsAsia 
(CNA) last month. The index identifies firms 
leading in corporate sustainability across 10 
Asian economies.

The Channel NewsAsia Sustainability Rank-
ing, developed in partnership with consultancy 
firms CSR Asia and Sustainalytics, lists the top 
100 companies in Asia in terms of sustainabil-
ity performance. It also identifies the top three 
companies in each of the territories covered: 
China, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan 
and Thailand.

The companies were selected based on their 
performance across a broad range of environ-
mental, social and governance (ESG) indicators 
tracked by Sustainalytics.

Channel NewsAsia managing director Debo-
rah Soon said at the launch of the index in Hong 
Kong that the ranking will “throw a spotlight 
on firms in Asia that have demonstrated the best 

Factory workers in Hebei province, China. The growing importance of sustainability to business success in Asia may be powered by the urban 
transformation taking place across the region. Image: Shutterstock.com
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practices in environment protection, social re-
sponsibility and corporate governance; through 
their products, operations or supply chain.”

In developing the index, Annie White, associate 
director at Amsterdam-headquartered Sustainal-
ytics, gleaned some insights about the corporate 
sustainability movement in Asia: the majority of 
sustainability leaders are based in Hong Kong, 
India, South Korea and Taiwan; technology firms 
demonstrate the most robust sustainability strat-
egies, particularly across social aspects where ex-
ternal scrutiny has been intensive in recent years; 
and Asian real estate companies demonstrate the 
strongest environmental strategies.

“To demonstrate leadership on a global 
scale, more must be done to fully integrate and 
communicate holistic sustainability strategies 
throughout core operations. The strategy must 
include aggressive goals that go beyond regional 
regulatory requirements,” she says.

CSR Asia’s executive director Erin Lyon 
notes that there is now “less resistance about 
CSR” among Asian companies compared to 
five years ago.

One key driver that is advancing corporate 
sustainability among companies is cost – Asian 
leaders, known for their practicality, increasing-
ly realise that being sustainable means savings 
for their bottom lines.

“But there’s still that Asian mentality here. 
There is a constant tension between intro-
ducing and improving sustainability practices 
and not talking about it in case you get shot 
down,” she says.

a divErsE ConvErsation
The truth is, just as Asia is made up of diverse 
countries in markedly different stages of devel-
opment, so is the sustainability movement char-
acterised by a huge disparity. On one end of the 
spectrum, there are many companies still trying 
to get their head around the basics of CSR, and 
at the other end, others that understand and 
apply sustainability more strategically, observes 
Tony Gourlay, chief executive of Singapore-based 
sustainability events firm Global Initiatives.

He notes that the marketplace for sustainabil-
ity-related events in Asia has been growing, with 
more business, government and civil society lead-
ers interested in participating in the conversation.

The company, together with Eco-Business, 
is hosting the upcoming Responsible Business 
Forum on Sustainable Development in Singa-
pore next month, themed ‘Building prosperity 
with economic, social and natural capital’.

Gourlay says the forum, which will feature 
more than 100 global sustainability speakers, 
aims to “better frame a shared prosperity” that 
broadens the concept to include economic, so-
cial and environmental well-being for all. Topics 
to be addressed include disruptive innovation, 
equitable growth, the sustainable supply chain, 
clean energy access, and integrated reporting. 

“The United Nations, governments and lead-
ing corporations are all agreed that sustainable 
and equitable global development is critical for 
the future prosperity of the world. This conver-
sation is even more crucial for Asia as it is now 
the centre for economic growth,” Gourlay adds.

Eugene Tan, Associate Professor of Law at 
Singapore Management University, who spe-
cialises in ethics and social responsibility, notes 
that in Asia, it is “no more a question of ‘why 
CSR’ but rather how to capitalise on CSR to 
make significant shifts in how business is done”.

“CSR and sustainability are not passing fads. 
I view them as imperatives given the growing 
concerns of climate change, stakeholders’ expec-
tations, and evolving global standards,” he says.

His advice to companies: “It’s better to be 
ahead of the curve rather than have to play catch 
up because it would be too late by then to make 
the necessary changes and be competitive.

“Asian businesses should take advantage 
of CSR and sustainability as new avenues for 
optimum profits and business opportunities. 
They should read the tea leaves better and be 
prepared for the future.” 

To demonstrate leadership on a global scale, 
more must be done to fully integrate and 
communicate holistic sustainability strategies 
throughout core operations. The strategy 
must include aggressive goals that go beyond 
regional regulatory requirements.

Annie White, associate director, Sustainalytics

http://www.responsiblebusiness.com/events/responsible-business-forum-on-sustainable-development/
http://www.responsiblebusiness.com/events/responsible-business-forum-on-sustainable-development/
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Can an industry that produces a million new pieces of clothing a 
day be truly sustainable? Vaidehi Shah takes a closer look at the 
ugly side of fast fashion and explores what companies are doing  
to address it.

How fast fashion is killing the 
Earth and our taste in clothes

A clothing store in London boasts ‘new arrivals every day’. Fast fashion brands on average produce more than one million new clothes a day. Image:  
pcruciatti / Shutterstock.com

A decade from now, new clothes may be 
within the reach of only the extremely rich, 
and they would have to shop under the 
watchful gaze of armed guards at stores, 

or on the black market. These clothes, stitched 
from scarce and expensive natural resources, 
would be ‘certified new’ to set them apart from 
the more affordable second-hand or recycled 
threads donned by the vast majority of society.

This is one of four plausible scenarios 
the fashion sector could face as early as 

2025, according to sustainable development 
charity Forum for the Future. It provides 
a starting point for the industry to under-
stand the challenges it could face in years 
to come, and to develop business strategies 
that could help them weather an uncertain 
and resource-scarce future.

While it remains to be seen if this scenario 
will play out in the future, the fashion industry 
today is already crimped by resource-hungry 
manufacturing and excessive consumption.

feature

By Vaidehi shah

http://www.forumforthefuture.org/sites/default/files/images/Forum/Projects/Fashion-Futures/FashionFutures_2025_FINAL_SML.pdf
http://www.forumforthefuture.org/sites/default/files/images/Forum/Projects/Fashion-Futures/FashionFutures_2025_FINAL_SML.pdf
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The global fashion industry, which Irish mar-
ket research firm Research and Markets fore-
casts will be worth more than US$1.5 trillion 
in 2015, is dominated by a culture of ‘fast fash-
ion’,  or the frequent and trend-driven purchase 
of cheap, poor-quality clothing that is worn for 
a short period of time before being cast away.

Each day, batches of new, inexpensive clothes 
find their way to retail racks in volumes that en-
sure that the industry gets bigger every year (the 
value of the industry is estimated to grow by 32 
per cent from 2010 to 2015 globally). Research 
by Switzerland-based The Fiber Year Consulting 
shows that the production volume of the global 
textile industry rose from 86 million tonnes in 
2011 to 92.3 million tonnes last year (2013).

sPEEding UP EnvironMEntaL 
daMagE

Elizabeth Cline, author of Overdressed: The 
Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion, wrote in 
her 2012 book that the fast fashion concept was 
pioneered by Spanish fashion chain Zara, which 
delivers new lines to its stores twice a week.

Clothing retailers H&M and Forever 21 also 
get daily shipments of new styles, she noted.

It all adds up to more than one million new 
clothes being made a day.

“Just as the production cycle has broken away 
from the seasons, seasonal shopping patterns have 
given away to continuous consumption. And fast 
fashion is driving these changes,” she said.

The pace and taste for always-new apparel 
has riddled the fashion industry with contro-
versies, including over the unsustainable and 
exploitative way that clothes are manufactured, 
marketed, and discarded.

Take, for example, Uzbekistan’s cultivation 
of highly water-intensive cotton, one of the 
country’s biggest cash crops. That the making 
of one cotton shirt could use up to 2,700 litres 
of water has been cited by The Guardian as a 
key reason why the Aral Sea in Central Asia 
has completely dried up.

In addition, a staggering 80 billion garments 
worldwide are made from virgin resources such 
as cotton, wool, and polyester each year, even 
as the European Commission estimates consum-
ers in the European Union throw 5.8 million 
tonnes of textiles away annually.

Beyond the environmental problems, the fash-
ion industry also faces criticism over the working 
conditions of garment workers, most of whom 
are based in developing countries such as Bangla-
desh, China, Mexico, the Philippines, and India.

The collapse of the Rana Plaza clothing facto-
ry in Bangladesh last year killed 1,100 garment 
workers, who on average earned £42 (S$86) a 
month, according to UK-based anti-poverty char-
ity War on Want. In a statement released during 
the recent London Fashion Week, the charity set 
this figure against the £600 million (S$1.2 billion) 
profit announced by British fast fashion chain 
Primark which had suppliers based in Rana Plaza.

a fast fix for fasHion
Christina Dean, founder and chief executive 

of Hong Kong-based sustainable fashion charity 
Redress, told Eco-Business that the growth of 
fast fashion is causing “an unrealistic and un-
sustainable diet of over-production, over-con-
sumption and over-disposal”.

“With the invasion of fast fashion, many con-
sumers’ expectations around prices have gone 
down so much that it has become even more 
of a challenge to shift consumers towards the 
‘buy less and buy better’ mentality,” she said.

Apparel produced using sustainable raw 
materials, better production methods or more 
durable fabrics tends to be more expensive, 
said Dean, but consumers are too accus-
tomed to “purchasing clothes at unrealisti-
cally low price points without understanding 
the embedded true cost to the environment 
and to society”.

“This has led to wardrobes that are stuffed 
with poorly made clothes that won’t even last 
a few washes, and a pattern of over-consump-
tion that results in horrific levels of textile and 
clothing waste,” she added.

Christina Dean, founder and chief executive of 
Hong Kong-based sustainable fashion charity 
Redress, tells Eco-Business that the growth 
of fast fashion is causing “an unrealistic and 
unsustainable diet of over-production, over-
consumption and over-disposal”.

http://www.researchandmarkets.com/reports/2064373/textiles_global_industry_guide
http://www.researchandmarkets.com/reports/2064373/textiles_global_industry_guide
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/sustainable-fashion-blog/2014/oct/01/cotton-production-linked-to-images-of-the-dried-up-aral-sea-basin
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/09/11/living/high-cost-of-fashion
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Dean said that this lack of consumer aware-
ness is particularly evident in Asia, which is 
quickly emerging as one of the biggest consum-
er markets in the world, not least due to ris-
ing purchasing power in the region. UK-based 
research firm Canadean says that Asia is now 
the world’s biggest retail market, with regional 
retail sales worth US$3.8 trillion in 2011.

However, as awareness about the safety and 
environmental impact of products is slowly 
leading consumers to seek out more sustainable 
fashion and skincare products, Dean stressed 
that retailers and manufacturers need to move 
quickly and stay ahead of the curve by offer-
ing sustainably made clothing to consumers in 
emerging Asian markets.

“Retailers should quickly develop sustainable 
fashion options here to allow Asian consumers 
the chance to purchase clothes that produced 
using less polluting practices regardless of their 
price point,” she said  

The good news is that the quest for healthier 
bottom lines is actually prompting a shift towards 
more sustainable design and production – reducing 
waste, for one, helps to maximise profits through 
savings of raw materials, electricity and water.

“What was a moral decision 10 years ago is 
now a financial decision,” observed Dean, whose 
sustainable fashion charity has developed the ‘R 
Cert’ to encourage businesses to adopt resource 
efficient processes.

This consumer-facing standard for recycled 
textile clothing endorses outfits that contain at 
least 20 per cent recycled fibres obtained from 
the brand’s own textile waste.

Already, the R Cert has been awarded to 
three collections produced by German clothing 
brand Esprit. An external audit of Esprit’s col-
lections demonstrated that a garment made out 
of 35 per cent recycled cotton and 65 per cent 
recycled plastic halves the amount of greenhouse 
gases emitted, and uses 75 per cent less water 
and 18 per cent less electricity.

These savings have done a lot to renew inter-
est in supply chain recycling, said Dean, adding 
that Redress is looking to license the R Cert to 
other mainstream brands.

Some, like Swedish brand H&M, the second 
largest clothing retailer in the world, have de-
veloped their own sustainability programmes 
across their supply chains.

After being embroiled in several controver-
sies, including  over its practice of rendering 
unsold clothing unwearable by cutting them 
up and discarding them, and the death of 21 
workers in one of its Bangladesh factories, both 
in 2010, H&M launched “H&M Conscious”.

The initiative, launched in 2010, involves a 
new Conscious collection made from organic 
and recycled fabrics, and also includes plans to 
provide a fair living wage for 850,000 textile 
workers by 2018; a partnership with the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation to improve working 
conditions in garment factories; and an in-store 
clothes take-back and recycling programme.

The company, which has more than 3,000 stores 
worldwide and was dubbed the world’s largest buy-
er of organic cotton in August, has also set targets 
to use 100 per cent sustainable cotton by 2020, 
and to be fully powered by renewable energy, but 
have not specified a date to meet this target.

While H&M declined to reveal its investment 
in these sustainability initiatives, it does acknowl-
edge that investing in a more sustainable supply 
chain does affect the company’s bottom line.

This increased cost of integrating environmen-
tally and socially responsible processes into the 
supply chain is due to rising demand for sustain-
able materials and a limited supply, according to 
H&M’s environmental sustainability coordinator 
Erik Karlsson, who added that the company views 
the higher cost of manufacturing its Conscious 
collection as an investment in its brand.

“We are not letting it affect the price lev-
els of our products. Despite the higher cost of 

While H&M declines to reveal its investment 
in these sustainability initiatives, they 

do acknowledge that pursuing a more 
sustainable supply chain does affect the 

company’s bottom line. H&M’s environmental 
sustainability coordinator Erik Karlsson told 

Eco-Business that a price increase in securing 
sustainable materials is inevitable, due to 

rising demand and a limited supply.

http://www.rcert.org/
http://www.rcert.org/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jan/07/h-m-wal-mart-clothes-found
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jan/07/h-m-wal-mart-clothes-found
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/news/21-workers-die-in-fire-at-hm-factory-1914292.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/news/21-workers-die-in-fire-at-hm-factory-1914292.html
http://www.triplepundit.com/2014/08/hm-organic-cotton/
http://www.triplepundit.com/2014/08/hm-organic-cotton/
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resources, the clothes in the Conscious collec-
tion are not priced higher than other designs,” 
he told Eco-Business.

“Asia is our most important production re-
gion, and a lot of our sustainability efforts are 
focused here,” he added. Over the past six 
years, H&M has expanded rapidly into Asian 
markets, and now has stores in Japan, Korea, 
Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the 
Philippines and China. China is a major growth 
market for H&M – it opened 71 new stores 
there last year alone, according to the compa-
ny’s 2013 annual report.

But how far can such efforts by fashion 
brands help the industry become truly sustain-
able and responsible?

Cline said that in select parts of the fashion 
supply chain such as energy and water efficien-

cy, there has been “a sea change in attitudes 
about sustainable fashion, and environmental 
sustainability has become a benchmark for 
many fashion brands”.

But although the global fashion industry 
has made notable attempts to reduce its use of 
natural resources and toxic chemicals, there is 
more to be done about rate at which fast fash-
ion continues to flood racks, she said, adding: 
“Brands aren’t doing enough to counteract the 
harm that is done by creating so many new 
products and constantly opening new stores 
and factories all over the world. The pace and 
volume of production in the industry are in-
herently unsustainable.”

But she is optimistic: “We still have a lot 
of work today, but things are certainly look-
ing up.” 

Clothing being sold for between €3 - €5 in the Netherlands. Clothes are produced in enormous quantities in order to keep prices low.  
Image: Nick_nick / Shutterstock.com
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T he fossil fuel industry suffered major 
blows to both its reputation and coffers 
at last month’s United Nations Climate 
Summit when more than 400,000 people 

marched in New York City demanding a shift 
to a low-carbon economy, and several inves-
tors, including the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, 
pledged to withdraw more than US$50 billion 
from investments in fossil fuels.

At the summit, a group of 348 investors 
with assets totalling more than US$24 trillion 
also made a pledge to increase investments in 
renewable energy as a part of the Global Inves-
tor Statement on Climate Change, which also 

called on governments to reach a global climate 
change agreement by the end of 2015.

This statement on how investors could con-
tribute to low carbon and climate resilient in-
vestments was coordinated by six organisations 
including Investor Groups on Climate Change 
from Asia and Australia/New Zealand, the CE-
RES Investor Network on Climate Risk, and 
the United Nations Environment Programme 
Finance Initiative, among others.

This growing global momentum to transit 
to clean energy is significant for Asia, which 
faces the unenviable “energy trilemma”: having 
to meet the energy needs of its growing pop-

feature

By Vaidehi shah

Children collect firewood in Dien Bien, Vietnam. 3 million people in Vietnam have no access to electricity today. Image: utcon / Shutterstock.com

To what extent can renewable power meet Asia’s need for 
abundant, affordable and sustainable energy? Ahead of the 
upcoming Asia Clean Energy Summit, energy experts weigh in on 
some of the key challenges and opportunities for the region.

accelerating asia’s clean  
energy revolution

http://www.eco-business.com/news/philanthropies-including-rockefellers-and-investors-pledge-50bn-fossil-fuel-divestment/
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ulation, doing so in a way that national and 
household budgets can afford, and ensuring 
that growing energy supply does not compro-
mise on sustainability.

Energy demand is projected to more than 
double by 2035 in the region due to economic 
and population growth. Currently, the Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA) estimates that more 
than 600 million people in Asia live without 
electricity.

The region remains heavily reliant on fos-
sil fuels: Over the next two decades, coal use 
in Asia is expected to increase by 81 per cent, 
while oil consumption doubles, and natural 
gas consumption more than triples, according 
to the Asian Development Bank (ADB). This 
will also double Asia’s energy-related carbon 
emissions and cause the region’s air quality and 
water security to deteriorate.

K Sadashiv, head of management consul-
tancy EY’s Climate Change and Sustainability 
Services discipline, tells Eco-Business that gov-
ernments in Asia cannot afford to ignore the 
external consequences of economic growth. “It 
is unlikely that Asia’s fossil fuel consumption 
will be reduced in absolute terms, but reduc-
ing the region’s per capita intensity should be 
pursued,” he says.

To help resolve this trilemma, ADB’s vice 
president for knowledge management and 
sustainable development Bindu Lohani sug-
gests a two-pronged “clean energy” approach  
- supporting the development and deployment 
of renewable energy while emphasising ener-
gy efficiency.

CLEanEr EnErgY for asia
Renewable energy has made inroads into the 
region, with individual countries setting re-
newable energy adoption targets, and creating 
incentive schemes and policy measures.

China has led the way, with a target of sup-
plying 15 per cent of its primary energy needs 
with renewables by 2020, up from 12 per cent 
in 2009. To that end, it spent US$56.3 billion 
on wind, solar and other renewable projects last 
year, according to a recent report by the Re-
newable Energy Policy Network. This included 
the installation of more than 12,600 megawatts 
(MW) of grid-connected solar projects last year.

Having reached its 2020 target of having 
2000 MW installed solar capacity in 2013, 
Thailand now plans to achieve a total installed 
capacity of 3000 MW on its rooftops by 2016. 
Like Malaysia, which aims to increase it renew-
able electricity capacity to 11 per cent of total 
electricity generated by 2030, Thailand also 
provides a “feed-in-tariff scheme” to support 
renewable energy projects.

In both countries, renewable electricity pro-
ducers are guaranteed favourable prices for 
the electricity they provide to the grid, which 
offsets the higher initial investment required 
to produce renewable energy. This reduces the 
risk of investing in such projects.

In India, both the government and private 
sector have driven projects to install 21,700 
MW of wind and 2800 MW of solar-generating 
capacity. To contribute to the Indian National 
Action Plan on Climate Change, which aims 
for 15 per cent of India’s energy to be supplied 
from renewable sources by 2020, each of the 
29 Indian states is also required to have a cer-
tain percentage of renewable energy in their 
electricity mix – this target varies according to 
the state.

And in Singapore, the government is leading 
the way in creating demand for solar projects in 
Singapore through the SolarNova programme, 
an initiative that aims to accelerate the uptake 
of solar technology in Singapore by having 
public agencies procure PV installations across 
government buildings and spaces. Under Solar-
Nova, the government has committed to install-
ing 350 MW of solar power by 2020. This is 
a significant increase from Singapore’s present 
installed solar capacity which was 20MW in 

It is important to pursue a gradual increase in 
the adoption of renewable energy in favour 
of coal-powered energy. There is so much that 
renewable energy can do to help preserve 
environmental resources, increase energy 
efficiency and boost productivity.

Edwin Khew, chairman,  

Sustainable Energy Association of Singapore (SEAS). Image: SEAS

http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energydevelopment/energyaccessdatabase/
http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energydevelopment/energyaccessdatabase/
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%21about-aces-pv-asia/cxmk
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2013, according to the Sustainable Energy As-
sociation of Singapore (SEAS).

In addition to national efforts, ADB also 
has a mandate to tackle energy poverty in the 
region. To this end, ADB set up the “‘Ener-
gy for All Partnership’ in 2008, an initiative 
that brings governments, donor organisations 
and companies together to provide communi-
ties with access to reliable and clean forms of 
energy, such as solar, wind, and biogas. The 
partnership aims to bring energy access to 100 
milllion people by 2015, and has done so for 
78 million beneficiaries to date.

According to ADB’s 2013 Energy Outlook 
for Asia and the Pacific report, these various 
initiatives by governments and international 
organisations in Asia today could bring the 
share of renewable energy in the region’s power 
generation mix to 7.1 per cent by 2035.

This figure could potentially double to 5.8 
per cent by 2035 if policymakers and business-
es pursue renewables more aggressively with 
supportive policies and incentives for private 
development, the report suggests.

CHaLLEngEs aHEad
Experts from Asia’s energy sector say sever-
al challenges need to be addressed in order 
for Asia to maximise its renewable energy 
potential. Fossil fuel subsidies and the low 
awareness levels about the various renewable 
technologies among financiers were some of 
the issues identified.

“Renewable energy is expensive compared 
to fossil fuels, and the way to address this is-
sue is to reduce taxes and duties on renewable 
energy, and to increase taxes on fossil fuels 
and gradually remove fossil fuel subsidies,” 
says Lohani.

The Malaysian government appears to be 
moving in this direction – in an attempt to re-
duce government expenditure on fossil fuels, 
it announced reductions in subsidies for petrol 
and diesel earlier this month, pushing up the 
prices of both by 20 sen (S$0.10) per litre.

In Indonesia, where fossil fuel subsidies ac-
count for as much as 20 per cent of govern-
ment spending, the country’s new president 
Joko Widodo also announced plans in May to 
reduce its fossil fuel subsidies by Rp 60 trillion 
(S$6.25 billion) over a four-year period.

EY’s Sadashiv notes it is harder to cut those 
subsidies for communities living close to the 
poverty line, since they are what allow ener-
gy access. He adds that people living in these 
communities will continue to be reliant on fuels 
such as kerosene and diesel as long as renew-
able energy is priced out of reach.

Speaking in a personal capacity, he suggests: 
“A certain quantity of fuel has to be made 
available to people at the price they can afford. 
Instead of cutting subsidies altogether, govern-
ments should look at how to direct subsidies 
to those who need affordable access to fuel the 
most.”

In India, for example, families are only enti-
tled to a certain number of subsidised cooking 
gas cylinders per year, he points out. This is an 
example of a more nuanced subsidy scheme 
that does not condone wasting energy.

raising aWarEnEss, 
LoWEring PoLiCY BarriErs
Edwin Khew, chairman of SEAS, an industry 
association for cleantech in Singapore, notes 
that there are two other obstacles standing in 

Solar panels installed in a mountain village in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Image: Suphakaln 
Wongcompune / Shutterstock

http://www.seas.org.sg/newsfile/OctNewsletter_Solarising%20Singapore.pdf
http://www.seas.org.sg/newsfile/OctNewsletter_Solarising%20Singapore.pdf
http://www.adb.org/publications/energy-outlook-asia-and-pacific-2013
http://www.adb.org/publications/energy-outlook-asia-and-pacific-2013
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/05/21/jokowi-jk-plan-reduce-fuel-subsidy-rp-60t.html
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the way of Asia scaling up its adoption of re-
newable energy: a lack of in-depth knowledge 
about the various renewable energy technolo-
gies in the market, and a lack of confidence in 
the sector from financiers.

“Financiers need to have confidence in and 
knowledge regarding the potential of renewable 
energy in order to fund these projects. Peo-
ple who are not in the industry may be over-
whelmed by the number of renewable energy 
technologies available,” says Khew.

“This lack of knowledge becomes a barrier 
to greater adoption of these clean energy solu-
tions,” he notes.

Khew adds that “moves such as feed-in-tar-
iffs are needed to support renewable energy 
markets, but in countries where governments 
are reluctant to revise old regulations because 
of political concerns, renewable energy devel-
opment suffers,” he notes.

To speed up renewable energy adoption in 
Singapore, for example, Khew says that the 
government could simplify the mechanism 
through which renewable energy is supplied 
to the grid, and introduce “net metering”, 
where a company or individual could poten-
tially have their electricity meters spin back-
ward if they supply excess renewable energy 
to the main grid.

Sharad Somani, head of KPMG’s Climate 
Change and Sustainability Services, adds that 
infrastructural issues such as old grids that 
undermine grid stability could also be holding 
back renewable energy expansion.

Should these barriers be overcome, Somani 
notes that “the combination of high resource 
potential, strong demand, strategic govern-
ment development plans, attractive incentive 
schemes and strong financing support present 
a good opportunity for private investment in 
renewable energy in Southeast Asia”.

These issues and other opportunities for 
renewable energy in the region will be in the 
spotlight at the inaugural Asia Clean Energy 
Summit, which will be held at Singapore’s Ma-
rina Bay Sands Expo and Convention Centre 
on October 28 and 29 as part of the Singapore 
International Energy Week 2014.

Organised by SEAS, the summit will bring 
together policymakers, researchers and industry 
leaders to discuss how improvements in energy 

technology, policy and finance can help better 
harness clean energy. It will also feature numer-
ous sub-tracks, such as the Photovoltaic (PV) 
Asia Financial Summit, the Solarising Singa-
pore conference, and the Scientific conference, 
among others.

“The PV Asia Financial Summit helps fi-
nanciers understand how the recent trends 
in renewable energy and solar will affect the 
economic viability of renewable energy proj-
ects in Asia, while the Solarising Singapore 
conference aims to encourage more adopters in 
the private sector by raising awareness about 
the potential of solar PV as an energy saving 
solution,” said Khew.

The summit will also feature a Renewable 
Energy (RE) Asia Conference, which will in-
clude discussions on offshore renewables, en-
ergy storage, smart grids, e-mobility, and inte-
grating renewables into electricity grids.

Says Khew: “It is important to pursue a 
gradual increase in the adoption of renew-
able energy in favour of coal-powered ener-
gy. There is so much that renewable energy 
can do to help preserve environmental re-
sources, increase energy efficiency and boost 
productivity.” 

Click here to find out more and register for the Asia Clean 
Energy Summit 2014.

Edwin Khew, chairman, SEAS. Image: SEASBindu Lohani, vice-president for 
Knowledge Management and Sustainable 
Development, ADB. Image: ADB

http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%2521pv-asia/cq9m
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%2521pv-asia/cq9m
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%2521solarising-singapore/cl5c
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%2521solarising-singapore/cl5c
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/%23%2521pv-asia-scientific-conference/cgj5
http://www.asiacleanenergysummit.com/
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S tarting this month, a new cruise ship 
by luxury travel company Aqua Expe-
ditions will ply the Mekong River be-
tween Vietnam and Cambodia, putting 

a spotlight on tourism in the region.
The travel firm said it plans to offer luxu-

ry travellers an eco-tourism experience that 
matches the company’s successful ventures in 
the Amazon River.

Designed by Saigon-based architectural firm 
Noor Design and built in a local shipyard in Viet-
nam, the Aqua Mekong is the latest addition to 
Aqua Expeditions’ two other ships that regularly 
cruise the Peruvian stretch of the Amazon River.

The firm is owned and founded by Ital-
ian-American Francesco Galli Zugaro, who 
worked for a leading Galapagos cruise company 
before setting up his own in 2007.

feature

United States cruise operator Aqua Expeditions, famed for their 
Amazon River cruises, will launch a new cruise ship - The Aqua 
Mekong - that will set sail on Southeast Asia’s most controversial 
river starting this October, putting a spotlight on sustainable 
tourism in the region.

new Mekong cruise puts 
spotlight on eco-tourism

Luxury liner Aqua Mekong will set sail in October along the Mekong River between Cambodia and Vietnam to offer eco-tourism experiences to 
discerning travellers. Image: Aqua Expeditions

By medilyn maniBo

http://www.aquaexpeditions.com/luxury-cruise-destinations/peru-the-amazon/about-the-amazon-river-in-peru/
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The 62.4 metre-long cruise liner will have 
20 suites decorated and designed using local 
materials and fabrics, and is “developed with 
standards set well above the environmental 
protection requirements of local regulations,” 
Aqua Expeditions told Eco-Business.

The ship will run from Siem Reap down the 
river to My Tho, near Saigon, and will stop 
in Phnom Penh along the way and vice versa.

“Aqua Mekong will allow our guests to ex-
perience, first-hand, the colourful and varied 
cultures, religions and timeless traditions that I 
have discovered along the Mekong. Travelling 
deep into its remote tributaries, our guests will 
be able to learn about the history and ecosystem 
of this important Southeast Asian waterway,” 
noted Galli Zugaro.

The travel firm said it will offer guests the 
opportunity to learn about the Vietnamese 
and Cambodian rural communities living 
along the banks of the river. Travellers will 
be able to cycle through local villages and 
explore remote flooded forests, among other 
adventures.

The environmental impact of the Aqua Me-
kong will be minimised through a sustainable 
travel policy, which includes fuel efficiency, 
low-emission engines, food safety, sustainable 
sanitation systems and waste management, ex-
plained the US-based firm.

The ship runs using a specialised wet ex-
haust system to minimise carbon dioxide 
emissions and is equipped with engines that 
have very low emissions as certified by the 
California Air Resource Board. These mea-
sures comply with the latest International 
Maritime Organisation and the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency standards, 
the firm added.

It also claims that it uses cleaning and 
sanitation products that ensure lower con-
sumption of water and energy, and reduce 
the chemicals and waste released into the en-
vironment. All waste is treated on-board in 
fully contained storage tanks in compliance 
with US standards, where 100 per cent of the 
treated water can be safely discharged into the 
rivers. Other waste material which cannot be 
processed on-board is collected for recycling 
or responsible disposal at disembarkation.

tHE CHaLLEngEs of 
sUstainaBLE toUrisM
Governments and international organisations 
believe that sustainable tourism can be an im-
portant tool in the area’s community devel-
opment and can help address climate change, 
create jobs and alleviate poverty in the region. 
This opens huge prospects for travel and tour-
ism operators like Aqua Expeditions to partic-
ipate in its development.

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
reported that in some provinces in Vietnam, 
communities have increased their earnings by 
developing products such as traditional weav-
ings, spices, tea gift baskets and home stay 
services for tourists. “In Vietnam, tourism is 
expected to generate 5.6 million direct and in-
direct jobs by 2020, which is about 10 per cent 
of the total jobs in the country,” said Gyorgy 
Sziraczki, ILO’s Vietnam Director.

In Cambodia, the tourism sector generated 
more than US$2.5 billion in national revenue 
last year and created more than 500,000 direct 
jobs and many other indirect jobs, tourism 
minister Dr Thong Khon told an international 
conference on September 17.

The Cambodian government, in collabora-
tion with the UN World Tourism Organisation 

http://www.tourismcambodia.org/news/144%23comp
http://www.tourismcambodia.org/news/144%23comp
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and UNESCO, adopted the Phnom Penh Dec-
laration at the conference, which highlights the 
importance of community-centred tourism in 
promoting sustainable development.

But the region faces numerous challenges: 
Environmental groups, for example, have doc-
umented the risks from plans to construct sev-
eral dams for hydropower along the Mekong 
River, which threatens the livelihood of fishing 
communities and the freshwater sources for 
irrigation of nearby agricultural communities, 
as well as the biodiversity in the region.

In addition, the intergovernmental body Me-
kong River Commission has highlighted the im-
pact of climate change on the Mekong, including 
issues of rising sea levels and the increasing risks 
of natural disasters such as floods and droughts.

Ame Trandem, Southeast Asia programme 
director for International Rivers and a long-
time advocate for the protection of the Me-
kong, said that despite the immense economic 
and cultural importance of the river, it remains 
under threat from the dams built and planned 

for the Lower Mekong mainstream in Cam-
bodia, as well as in Laos.

Trandem pointed out that such projects are 
expected to severely impact the river’s ecosys-
tem and fisheries, as well as the hydrological 
systems of the Mekong River Basin, which 
meant blocking important sediment flows need-
ed for riverbank stability. “These changes may 
be detrimental to navigation, especially in the 
Mekong Delta, and the future sustainability of 
the Aqua Mekong,” said Trandem. 

Aqua Expeditions stressed it is committed 
to identifying and helping to meet the needs of 
Cambodians and Vietnamese living by the Me-
kong River. This includes environmental con-
servation and protection of natural resources 
surrounding these communities, and supporting 
education as well as environmentally-friendly 
ways for these people to earn their living.

It did not state any specific activity, but prom-
ised to implement community engagement sim-
ilar to its programmes in the Amazon, which 
include community support to encourage the 
protection of endangered species and working 
directly with village artisans to promote the 
replacement of animal products.

Galli Zugaro told Eco-Business: “We will 
be doing everything we can to ensure that 
Aqua Mekong is as environmentally-friendly 
as possible.” 

We will be doing everything we can to ensure 
that Aqua Mekong is as environmentally 

friendly as possible
Francesco Galli Zugaro, founder and CEO, Aqua Expeditions
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H ow do we make sustainable living the 
new normal?

A group of the world’s biggest com-
panies and non-profit groups are seek-

ing to answer that with the launch of a new 
global platform to raise awareness and inspire 
youths to adopt more sustainable ways of living.

The portal, Collectively, launched earlier 
this month, features stories that celebrate and 
connect the people, places and cutting-edge 

ideas that are shaping the future and creating 
positive change.

Sponsored by some of the world’s most recog-
nisable names such as Unilever, BT Group, The 
Coca-Cola Company, Marks & Spencer and 
Carlsberg, Collectively was hatched following 
discussions at the World Economic Forum on 
how to encourage people act more sustainably 
- from buying, investing and campaigning to 
sharing an idea they believe in.

feature

By medilyn maniBo

A coalition of companies including Facebook, Google, Unilever, BT 
Group, Coca-Cola, Marks & Spencer have collaborated with non-
profit groups to build a digital platform for the world’s youth to 
inspire collective action on sustainable living.

World’s biggest firms launch 
‘Collectively’ to inspire action

Click to view the video

http://collectively.org/en/
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DBtPPfl6BE1Q%23t%3D117
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The initiative - developed by United King-
dom-based sustainability non-profit Forum for the 
Future, US-based digital media firm Vice Media 
and social entrepreneur Purpose - will focus on 
providing a global stage to those who have already 
begun making environmentally-friendly choices.

Its creators hope the site will offer a new 
way for businesses to engage consumers on 
sustainability, and grow the global marketplace 
for sustainable products and services.

Other companies which have since joined the 
coalition include Audi, C&A (Clemens & August) 
Foundation, Diageo, Facebook, General Mills, 
Google, Havas, Interpublic Group of Companies 
(IPG),  Johnson & Johnson Family of Consum-
er Companies, Kingfisher, Lenovo, McDonalds, 
Medialink, Microsoft, Nestlé, Nike, Omnicom, 
PepsiCo, Philips, SABMiller, Salesforce, The Dow 
Chemical Company, Twitter and WPP Group 
(formerly Wire Plastics and Products).

Jonathon Porritt, founder, director and trust-
ee of Forum for the Future, who also authored 
The World We Made, noted that sustainability 
continues to suffer from an image problem de-
spite efforts by non-government organisations, 
governments and businesses to promote it.

“Yet day after day the most creative minds in 
the world are thinking and building new solu-
tions to the world’s most pressing problems - in 
a way that is simple, accessible and desirable. 
And more and more young people are already 
demanding these solutions,” said Porritt.

Will Gardner, Collectively’s chief executive 
officer, told Eco-Business that one of the solu-
tions would have to begin with changing the 
way we think about sustainability – and making 
sustainable living more relevant and rewarding.

“Encouraging people to choose to live, work 
and play sustainably on a scale that will gen-
uinely make a difference is one of the world’s 
biggest challenges. We hope to change that 
through Collectively. It’s a place to share sto-
ries, inspire each other and create the change 
we need to see in the world,” he explained.

The website will be managed by an inde-
pendent editorial team and will be updated 
daily with inspiring stories, information and 
solutions that are closely relevant to the mil-
lennial generation, or those in the age group 
18 to 30.

It will focus on popular topics such as fash-
ion, food, technology, design and architecture.

“Millennials are leading the way in demand-
ing more sustainable solutions and it’s up to 
organisations and companies to scale up their 
actions,” commented Niall Dunne, chief sus-
tainability officer of BT Group.

“Collectively is an exciting new opportunity 
to genuinely change the mood music on sustain-
ability. Amplifying and scaling up the innovations 
and ideas that will shift us to a more sustainable 
future, now,” added Porritt. 

“Collectively is an exciting new opportunity 
to genuinely change the mood music on 
sustainability. Amplifying and scaling up the 
innovations and ideas that will shift us to a 
more sustainable future, now”

Jonathon Porritt, founder, director and trustee of Forum for the Future
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The Economic Development Board has unveiled the ‘Pre-Project 
Innovation Consortium’, which will gather industry players early in the 
design stage to generate holistic blueprints for sustainable buildings

World’s first integrative design 
platform launched in singapore

Australia’s first public building made out of Cross Laminated Timber (CLT), the Library at the Dock in Melbourne, opened earlier in May. Lend Lease is 
test-bedding the use of CLT in Singapore under the new Pre-Project Innovation Consortium. Image: Lend Lease

S ingapore’s economic agency has launched 
a new initiative called the ‘Pre-Project 
Innovation Consortium’ (PPIC), which 
will promote the concept of integrative 

design and enable building industry players to 
collaborate on cutting-edge sustainable build-
ings at the early design stage.

Announcing it at the International Green 
Building Conference in Singapore in September, 
the Economic Development Board (EDB) said 
the PPIC initiative was the first of its kind in 
the world and follows Singapore’s ambition to 
encourage inter-disciplinary innovations and 
integrative design in green buildings.

Chief executive of the Building and Construc-
tion Authority (BCA), Dr John Keung, said the ini-

tiative “reinforces the importance of doing things 
right from the start in the construction process”.

“Incorporating the fundamentals of sustain-
ability at the pre-project design and planning 
stage will lead to cost-effective and high per-
formance green buildings,” he added.

At the heart of the PPIC is the integrative design 
process, which EDB noted will enable Singapore 
to lead the commercialisation of green building 
technologies customised for the tropical climate.

Integrative design is a holistic method for 
designing buildings which meet sustainable 
design objectives that are environmentally, so-
cially, and financially responsible.

EDB executive director of Cities, Infrastructure 
and Industrial Solutions, Goh Chee Kiong, explained 

feature

By Jessica cheam
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to Eco-Business that innovation in the building in-
dustry is often done in silos and by the time projects 
are awarded, it is too late to implement innovations 
due to cost and contractual obligations.

“So the PPIC addresses this and brings together 
like-minded companies to come up with a holistic 
blueprint that integrates elements like building 
control, cooling systems, building materials and 
lighting from the onset,” he said. This blueprint 
can then be replicated in future building designs, 
he added.

The first two groups under the PPIC are led 
by three building industry heavyweights: Aus-
tralia-based integrated property developer Lend 
Lease will be leading one consortium to focus on 
commercial (offices), education and healthcare 
facilities; while the second consortium, joint-
ly led by Singapore-based DP Architects and 
New Zealand-based engineering consultancy 
Beca, will be focusing on commercial (retail) 
and healthcare facilities.

Companies participating include 3M, Asahi 
Glass Company, Bosch, Holcim, Johnson Con-
trols, Philips Lighting and United Technologies’ 
Building & Industrial Systems.

These two consortia are projected to spend 
S$10 million in research over the next three years.

Francis Lee, CEO of DP Architects, said, 
“The PPIC initiative will greatly facilitate ac-
cess to manufacturers of innovative building 
material with established R&D facilities in 
Singapore. This will accelerate the process to 
bring new solutions to realisation.”

EDB said a few companies in the PPIC already 
plan to test-bed, for example, the use of Cross 
Laminated Timber (CLT) in Singapore. CLT is 
made from timber and has the same structural 
strength as concrete. It is formed by binding 
layers of timber with non-toxic adhesives and 
then hydraulically pressing the layers together.  

CLT is built cleaner, quieter and up to 40 per 
cent faster than concrete and steel structures. 
Apart from being a good insulator of heat, CLT 
also prevents air leakage from walls, roofs and 
windows, so the stable temperatures also lowers 
air conditioning costs.

As it was initially developed using Austria-im-
ported wood, it needs to be adapted for Singapore’s 
hot and humid weather using regionally-sourced 
wood, customised coatings and adhesives.

Rod Leaver, CEO Asia, Lend Lease, said the 
firm was excited to introduce CLT to Singapore. 
It had completed Forté at Victoria Harbour 
in 2012, which is Australia’s first and also the 
world’s tallest timber apartment building.  

“CLT could revolutionise the built environ-
ment in Singapore by delivering a quantum leap 
of up to 40 per cent improvement in construc-
tion productivity, in a sustainable way. Through 
this consortium, we hope to create a CLT Living 
Lab to partner with the industry and academic 
partners in further creating smart, innovative 
and sustainable buildings for the future.” 

How PPiC works 
In the PPIC, there will be a Consortium 
Lead to identify problem statements and 
research topics. Developers and architects 
are usually selected to lead the consortium 
because their job scopes require them to 
set the vision for building projects.

Each Consortium Lead will partner build-
ing technologies and material players with 
meaningful R&D and engineering capabilities 
in Singapore to co-develop prototypes. The 
prototypes and research outcomes could then 
be deployed in projects of the Consortium 
Leads in Singapore and across the region.

Through the PPIC, building technologies 
and materials companies will improve the 
commercialisation prospects for their inno-
vative and sustainable building solutions.

At the same time, the Consortium Leads 
will be able to differentiate their devel-
opment projects. This creates a win-win 
situation where all players in the building 
ecosystem can benefit from their partici-
pation in the PPIC.
Source: EDB

Incorporating the fundamentals of 
sustainability at the pre-project design and 
planning stage will lead to cost-effective and 
high performance green buildings
Dr John Keung, chief executive, Building and Construction Authority
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E conomic development goes hand-in-hand 
with a heightened demand for energy. As 
economies in the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (Asean) grow, the region 

is investing in the sustainability of its develop-
ment, from managing energy and resource-usage 
to planning for urban expansion while limiting 
environmental pressures.

This renewed emphasis on sustainability is 
reflected in the Asean Plan of Action for Ener-
gy Cooperation (APAEC), which aims to raise 
the proportion of renewable energy used in the 
Asean region to 15 per cent by 2015.

While policy support for renewables has fallen 
in other parts of the world, including in the United 

States, Asean is experiencing record levels of clean 
technology, or cleantech, investment. Spurred by 
a burgeoning middle class and the needs arising 
from sprawling urbanisation – including height-
ened demand for energy and waste management 
– the cleantech sector is set to become even more 
vibrant as opportunities unfold.

In fact, over the next decade, Asean promis-
es to replicate the success witnessed in the rest 
of Asia, where cleantech firms have reported 
a combined growth rate of nearly 13 per cent 
per year from 2005 to 2011, according to the 
Economist Intelligence Unit.

Eager to tap into this growth potential, 40 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) from 

industry spotlight

By eU BUsiness 
aVenUes

Eager to tap into Asean’s cleantech growth potential, 40 European 
SMEs will travel to the region this October to showcase a broad 
range of technologies in a bid to market their products and secure 
new business partnerships.

European cleantech sMEs 
eye asean growth

European SMEs visiting Korea under the EU Business Avenue programme earlier this year. Companies under this initiative are offered strategic, 
logistic and financial support by the EU. Image: EU Business Avenues
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across the European Union (EU) will travel to 
Asean this October to showcase a broad range 
of clean technologies in a bid to market their 
products and secure new business partnerships. 

As part of the EU’s ‘Business Avenues’ sup-
port programme for SMEs, this first business 
mission will see SMEs from 18 different Euro-
pean countries travel to Singapore and Malaysia 
from 27 to 31 October.

EU Business Avenues is an initiative that 
aims to strengthen the presence of European 
companies in Southeast Asia through week-long 
business missions to the region. The programme 
provides strategic, logistic and financial support 
for European SMEs to gain first-hand experi-
ence of local markets and establish business 
contacts with companies in Asean. 

Companies participating in the first busi-
ness mission will visit the region to present 
innovative and high technology offerings in a 
number of sectors, including biogas and bio-
mass, energy conservation and efficiency and 
solar power generation. 

Clean technologies – green, sustainable prod-
ucts, services and processes – encompass a wide 
range of businesses, including those specialising 
in renewable energy, energy efficiency, pollu-
tion-reduction and recycling.

As established players with proven track 
records in developing and applying cleantech 
solutions in both industrial and urban envi-
ronments, European SMEs have capabilities to 
work with regional partners further accelerate 
growth in Asean.

Dr Michael Pulch, EU ambassador to Singa-
pore, said: “We have chosen ‘clean technologies’ 
for this inaugural mission to emphasise how 
much Singapore – and Asean at large – have 
advanced both economically and ecologically. 
There is a growing market here for clean tech-
nology solutions”.

Dr Pulch explained that the SMEs that have 
been selected are amongst the best the EU has to 
offer in the field of cleantech.  This first business 
mission will put on display a wide range of leading 
and functional solutions that respond to diverse 
business needs, including wireless energy manage-
ment and control systems, advanced materials for 
construction and green building applications, gas, 
PV-related modules enhancers and optimisers.

Recognised as a global leader in the environ-
ment and cleantech sectors, Singapore is at the 
forefront of innovation and an early adopter of 
solutions in the Asean region. This made Sin-
gapore an ‘ideal springboard for EU cleantech 
companies looking to access regional markets’, 
said Dr Pulch.

The Singapore Government is also strongly 
involved in the promotion and development 
of Singapore as a global R&D centre for 
cleantech and renewable energy, including 
solar, wind, electric mobility, smart grids, 
biomass, fuel cells, energy efficiency and car-
bon related services. 

The inaugural mission of the ‘Business Ave-
nues to Southeast Asia’ programme will centre 
on a two-day bespoke business exhibition held 
on 28 - 29 October 2014 at the Marina Bay 
Sands, alongside the Singapore International 
Energy Week (SIEW).

The SMEs will then travel to Malaysia 
where a series of business-to-business meet-
ings have been set up with local counter-
parts at the Hilton Hotel in Kuala Lumpur, 
on 31 October 2014. Further to these busi-
ness matching opportunities, the companies 
from the EU will benefit from sector ex-
pert presentations and specific site visits in  
each country. 

About the programme
EU Business Avenues to Southeast Asia seeks to maximise 
and leverage the dynamic business environment in ASEAN 
to deliver significant trade and investment opportunities 
for EU and local players. It aims to promote and strengthen 
partnerships between European SMEs with unique tech-
nology offerings and businesses based in Singapore, Ma-
laysia and the rest of Asean.

We have chosen ‘clean technologies’ for 
this inaugural mission to emphasise how 
much Singapore – and Asean at large – have 
advanced both economically and ecologically. 
There is a growing market here for clean 
technology solutions

Dr Michael Pulch, EU ambassador to Singapore
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T he global power sector, long reliant on 
fossil fuels, must change its business 
models in the wake of climate change 
and protect their businesses from cli-

mate-related risks.
The increase in frequency of extreme weather 

events has exposed the vulnerability of power 
systems and companies need to build resilience 
while at the same time mitigate the carbon emis-
sions from the sector, says former president of 
French energy giant Alstom, Philippe Joubert.

Speaking to Eco-Business in a recent in-
terview in Singapore, Joubert, who is also 
senior advisor and special envoy of energy 

and climate change at the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development, notes 
that energy demand is set to double from 
now till 2050, which is why it is imperative 
that the power sector must ‘decarbonise’ by 
pursuing carbon-free technologies and energy 
efficiency.

Although this cannot happen overnight as 
huge assets and investments are involved, he 
says certain businesses are already showing 
leadership in addressing sustainability and cli-
mate change issues. Here, he elaborates on why 
businesses which stubbornly stick to the status 
quo should be afraid.

interview

By Jessica cheam

Senior advisor senior advisor and special envoy of energy and climate change at the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, Philippe Joubert, 
speaks on why it is imperative that the power sector must ‘decarbonise’ by pursuing carbon-free technologies and energy efficiency. Image: iisd.ca

WBCSD senior advisor Philippe Joubert speaks to Eco-Business 
about why the growing movement to divest from fossil fuels is here 
to stay, and how power companies must change their business 
models or risk becoming obsolete.

Power firms: Watch your carbon, 
or watch your investors flee
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Countries in Asia still rely heavily on fossil fuels. 
In Singapore, for example, 80 per cent of the 
country’s energy consumption is powered by 
natural gas. How feasible is it to decarbonise 
the power sector?
There are a few ways to tackle this issue. The 
first is maximise the use of renewable energy 
and Singapore is doing that with its initiative to 
put solar panels on roofs. There is also energy 
efficiency - every country should seek to push 
the limit on energy efficiency. And lastly, if we 
are still reliant on fossil fuel, we should look 
at carbon capture and storage (CCS), which is 
essentially finding places to store carbon emis-
sions. There are proven CCS projects that used 
old oil fields to contain the emissions, so this 
is a realistic solution.

Another solution could be to integrate pow-
er markets. We have seen in Europe that when 
the share of renewable energy goes beyond a 
certain threshold, there is an issue of intermit-
tency (where a source of energy is not continu-
ously available). Integrating the region’s power 
markets will allow countries to use power from 
neighbouring countries as a backup. There’s a 
lot of potential in this.

Is CCS really a viable option? So far we’ve only 
seen pilot projects.
It’s true that most of the projects are at the 
pilot stage, and we need to scale up. When I 
was president of Alstom power, I promoted 
CCS. But the reason why the market has not 
responded to this technology is due to a few 
factors. Firstly, the cost of investment into 
CCS is quite high. Another reason why CCS 
has not taken off is stakeholder acceptance. 
We’ve never been able to explain why CCS is 
important and overcome the misperceptions 
that CCS plants will explode, or poison the 
food and water. We have not been able to ex-
plain it properly.

But the most important explanation is be-
cause it is still free to pollute and put carbon 
emissions in the atmosphere. So why should 
companies shoulder the cost? When the price 
of CO2 reaches US$40 to US$60 per tonne, 
CCS will become good business. Some projects 
have shown we only need a 15 per cent tax on 
energy for CCS to be viable.

There is a growing movement calling for the fi-
nancial sector and investors to divest from fossil 
fuels. Do you think this will become a significant 
trend and should energy companies be afraid?
Yes they should. You can’t put all energy 
companies in the same category as some are 
better than others. There are some compa-
nies in denial, and others which are already 
considering a carbon price in their invest-
ments, or seriously looking into CCS. There 
is a change in the mentality (of investors) and 
the divestment movement is here to stay for 
sure. It’s a free movement of rational people 
who have identified the link between carbon 
emissions and climate change, so there will 
definitely be consequences on energy compa-
nies and the value of their shares.  

Global financial services firms such as Rabo-
bank and Sotrebrand have divested from fossil fuel 
companies because of the carbon risk. Moody’s 
has also downgraded mining companies. If we 
want to change the behaviour of a business, we 
have to change the way we evaluate them.

Tell us more about the Global Electricity Ini-
tiative which you chair, and the survey it con-
ducted this year. Were there any surprises in 
the findings?
The Global Electricity Initiative (GEI) aims to 
increase electricity access in a reliable, afford-
able and sustainable manner worldwide. It 
publishes a summary of initiatives report every 
two years which showcases proactive actions 

You talk about the decarbonisation of the sec-
tor but in Asia, coal power continues to grow. 
What can we do to shift the energy industry 
away from this source?
Objectively, coal is one of the most efficient 
and cheapest fuel for generating electricity. It 
is also abundant, so as long as there is no price 
on pollution, the coal industry will continue to 
grow. Governments feel they are responsible for 
their citizens but when it comes to something 
like the atmosphere, they are not responsible. 
It’s a tragedy of the commons.

If we want to change the behaviour of a business, 
we have to change the way we evaluate them.
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that utilities are undertaking to increase access 
to this affordable and clean electricity. 

The latest report will only be launched next 
month, but I will say that one of the surpris-
ing conclusions was that the power sector is 
very concerned about land and water issues. 
The power sector is also saying that they are 
receiving contradictory inputs from regulators 
and consumers. They need a clear direction if 
they are going to make a change.

While some power companies are going into 
renewables, the storage technology is still miss-
ing. We’re working very hard on smart grids and 
integration. Finally, we have a problem because 
majority of customers want clean power but do 
not want to pay a cent for it. That’s why the 
price of carbon is so important. Clean energy 
is not competing on a level playing field (with 
fossil fuels).

Eventually, we will have this carbon price 
whether indirectly or directly. We have busi-
nesses supporting things like the Carbon Price 
Communiqué (launched in 2012 and makes the 
case for setting a price of carbon). No one is 
agreeing on the price now and this is creating 

uncertainty, but companies know there will be 
a price sooner or later, so we should establish 
one. We already see such mechanisms on the 
regional level.

You’re also senior advisor to the World Business 
Council on Sustainable Development. What is the 
organisation doing in this area of power generation?
We have a set of targets for the sector to achieve 
by 2020. We’ve released a comprehensive re-
port, ‘Building a Resilient Power Sector’, which 
analyses climate impacts on power systems, 
explores how to better forecast weather and 
long-term climate risk, and shares companies 
best practices from around the world.

It makes a few key recommendations for the 
industry, including:
•	 Build expertise in analysing climate infor-

mation to understand risks better, especial-
ly downscaling global climate models to a 
more local level.

•	 Use risk management and risk cost ben-
efit analysis when developing adaptation 
strategies to determine which solutions are 
efficient and cost-effective.

•	 Engage with regulators about incentive 
structures to make adaption investments 
viable financially.

•	 Continue investing in R&D to develop 
effective upgrades to major infrastructure 
elements, broadening the range of options 
and reducing costs over time.

•	 Pool learning, exchange best practices and 
share resources to respond more effectively 
to extreme events.

Today, you can already see the industry 
changing. Electricity companies are investing in 
renewables. The biggest coal company in South 
Africa, Eksom, is developing a huge solar and 
wind programme. In China, the government 
is thinking about banning coal in Beijing.

This is not just about awareness, the change 
also makes business sense. You cannot say the 
business models of today will be around 20 
years from now. Those not in denial know 
things have to change. The way we are produc-
ing and using energy has to change. When we 
have grown to 9 billion people on this planet, 
all desiring increased comfort levels, how long 
more can we sustain this? 
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The way we are producing and using energy 
has to change. When we have grown to 9 billion 

people on this planet, all desiring increased 
comfort levels, how long more can we sustain this?

An action on December 8 organised by a group of students from different universities 
across Boston. Image: Camilla Gibson/Divest Harvard Facebook
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M any businesses today risk suffering 
from “short-termism” as they chase 
quarterly earnings and annual bud-
get targets, often causing them to 

lose sight of long-term threats. But to ensure 
the longevity of their business, companies will 
have to start facing challenges such as climate 
change and resource scarcity now, says Steph-
anie Draper, deputy chief executive and Asia 
Pacific executive director of global sustainability 
non-profit Forum for the Future.

Headquartered in London since its found-
ing in 1996, Forum works with organisations 
and governments worldwide to help them in-
corporate sustainability into their operations. 
Their work is characterised by a future-oriented 
outlook, which employs methodologies such as 
scenario planning (in which several plausible 
realities in the future are presented and anal-
ysed), and examines processes at the scale of 
large systems, such as industry sectors, cities, 
or countries.

By singapore 
BUsiness news

Singapore Business News speaks to Forum for the Future’s Asia 
Pacific executive director Stephanie Draper about the organisation’s 
new presence in Asia and their plans to help companies embed 
sustainability practices in their business strategies.

side-step short-termism by 
embracing sustainability

Stephanie Draper, deputy chief executive and Asia Pacific executive director of Forum for the Future, speaks on Asia's potential to be the most 
prosperous and most sustainable economic region in the world. Image: Forum for the Future

interview

Singapore  
Business  

News
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Draper, who oversees Forum’s work in the 
region, adds that Asian companies are poised 
to emerge as global sustainability leaders by 
moving quickly to weave sustainability concerns 
into their corporate strategies.

Since the organisation set up its Asia Pacific 
headquarters in Singapore last November with 
a staff of four, it has worked with companies in 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia to inte-
grate sustainability into their business operations. 
There are also plans in the pipeline to launch 
a new online platform called ‘Futures Centre’, 
which will be a virtual repository of information 
on future trends and sustainability issues.

Speaking to Singapore Business News, Drap-
er elaborates on Asia’s potential to be the most 
prosperous yet most sustainable region in the 
world and how tools such as futures and sce-
nario planning can help companies and gov-
ernments here achieve this vision.

Why did Forum for the Future decide to come 
to Singapore, and what has the experience 
been like?  
The Asia Pacific region is the growth engine 
of the global economy right now, and there is 
a big opportunity to incorporate responses to 
social and environmental challenges as part 
of that journey. Our ambition is to create a 
sustainable future, but we recognise that cli-
mate change, water stress, and inequality are 
not just national problems. These are global 
challenges, so it was really critical that we 
were international.

Some governments in the region are already 
implementing sustainable and smart policies 
in this space. Singapore’s vehicle quota system 
(which limits the number of new vehicles that 
can be registered) and South Korea’s drive to 
commit two per cent of its gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) to developing a green economy are 
two such examples. These trends show a big 
opportunity for green growth in this region, 
and we felt that we have something significant 
to contribute to that.

The journey so far has been smooth. We have 
been doing strategic work with leading compa-
nies in the region, such as the China Navigation 
Company, Swire Pacific Offshore, Sime Darby, 
and Hongkong and Shanghai Hotels Group.

We plan to bring our best thinking to Sin-
gapore and have been working on setting up 
the Futures Centre, which is a virtual centre 
that will collect and curate information on fu-
ture trends on an online platform. This plat-
form aims to help businesses, policymakers 
and non-government organisations understand 
the long-term implications of their actions and 
apply these trends strategically.

These projects have kick-started a successful 
first year, and the support we have received from 
the Singapore Economic Development Board 
has been helpful too.

How can Forum for the Future’s method-
ology of futures analysis, scenario planning 
and system innovation help businesses weather 
challenges such as climate change and resource 
scarcity while remaining profitable?

Futures work refers to identifying trends 
that will affect a business in the future through 

The fast pace of the Asian economy represents 
a big opportunity for Forum, because 
companies here are quicker to respond and 
change their business practices once they see 
the strategic value of sustainability practices.

A busy night in Taiwan. Image: Shutterstock
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research and interviews with experts, and map-
ping out a set of plausible scenarios that could 
unfold as a result. Companies can then explore 
whether a particular strategy will be successful 
or pose a risk in a given scenario, and be better 
prepared to respond to different outcomes.

Sometimes, a group of companies from the 
same sector can also identify the most favour-
able scenario for the industry and collectively 
devise strategies towards achieving that.

This futures process is the beginning of 
taking a more systems-based approach, which 
is at the heart of Forum’s work. ‘Systems in-
novation’ is a set of actions that bring about 
a shift in an industry sector, economy, or city 
– a system, essentially.

This approach is important because the chal-
lenges that we face as an economy today – re-
source scarcity, developing renewable energy 
sources and adapting to climate change – are 
complex and intertwined.

These challenges cannot be solved one at a 
time, nor by a single organisation. Forum for 
the Future facilitates systems innovation by 
bringing cross-sector players together so that 
businesses, governments, and NGOs are all 
collaborating to address these complex issues.

Can you share some examples of how these 
approaches have benefitted companies?
In Singapore, we worked with merchant ship-
ping firm China Navigation Company to incor-
porate future trends into their business strategy. 
We worked with 30 of their senior managers 
to develop a set of scenarios which influences 
their core business strategy, investment deci-
sions, human resources policies, and how they 
engage various stakeholders.

We also worked with Sony Europe, for ex-
ample, to explore how Sony’s products and 
services would need to adapt to a set of possi-
ble future scenarios. Out of that exercise, Sony 
began exploring the idea of setting up an ‘In-
ternet of Things Academy’, which will enable 
people to access and use the immense amounts 
of data coming out of interconnected machines 
to track things such as air pollution.

Sony also began exploring the idea of creat-
ing mobile phones made up of modular compo-
nents, which can be replaced as they wear out, 
rather than replacing the whole phone every 
few years. It is a challenging idea, but Sony is 
in the process of working through a business 
model with mobile phone providers in the UK.

What are the opportunities and challenges in 
working with Asian companies to embed sus-
tainability into their corporate strategy and 
business practices?
The fast pace of the Asian economy represents a 
big opportunity for Forum, because companies 
here are quicker to respond and change their 
business practices once they see the strategic 
value of sustainability practices.

A lot of companies in the region also operate 
on a conglomerate model, where one group owns 
several different companies. This helps to facilitate 
change across a range of businesses and enables 
different businesses to learn from each other.

For example, the Swire group in Hong Kong 
aims to have net zero environmental impact, 

In Indonesia, for example, 75 per cent of residents 
do not have bank accounts. The region has lost 

13 per cent of its forests in the last 20 years, 
and there are about 2.5 billion ‘aspirational’ 

consumers with increased purchasing power, the 
bulk of whom are from the Asian region.

Image: Shutterstock
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which involves reducing their greenhouse gas 
emissions, water usage and waste generation, 
and making a positive contribution to society.  
With companies as diverse as Cathay Pacific 
the airline and Finlays, an agricultural busi-
ness, there are opportunities to learn from each 
other, balance the challenges in one company 
with the opportunities in another and look at 
getting to Net Zero across the Group.

Asia is also home to many family businesses 
that are more inclined to think about their long-
term legacy. This presents an opportunity to drive 
long-term thinking and sustainable business.

What is the most exciting aspect of Forum’s 
plans in Asia?
I am really excited about the upcoming Fu-
tures Centre which will be launched in Feb-
ruary next year, and our ability to use that 
platform to drive long-term thinking in the 
Asia Pacific region. There is a great deal of 
energy and innovation that already exists in 

Asia, and I am eager to continue to harness 
that to help achieve smarter, greener cities, 
and reduced inequality.

Asia also faces numerous challenges that can 
be solved with a more collaborative approach. In 
Indonesia, for example, 75 per cent of residents 
do not have bank accounts. The region has lost 
13 per cent of its forests in the last 20 years, and 
there are about 2.5 billion ‘aspirational’ consum-
ers with increased purchasing power, the bulk 
of whom are from the Asian region.

These challenges, combined with Asia’s vul-
nerability to climate change, pose difficulties, 
but there is also a massive opportunity for 
green growth. If we can apply innovation and 
collaboration to these issues, then Asia Pacific 
will be the most prosperous, and also the most 
sustainable region in the world. 

Singapore Business News is a digital publication that helps 
readers understand business in Asia and stay updated on 
key regional trends. It is supported by the Singapore Eco-
nomic Development Board.
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Ships wait to enter Singapore’s harbour, one of the busiest ports in the world. Forum for the Future’s work in Asia so far involves partnerships with 
the China Navigation Company and the Swire Group. Image: anekoho / Shutterstock.com
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B uilding owners who have saved energy and 
money by installing glazed windows on 
their property to keep out the sun’s heat 
can thank Stephen Selkowitz for develop-

ing the coatings that make these savings possible.
Dubbed “the Steve Jobs in the world of ener-

gy efficient buildings”, the American researcher 
on building energy efficiency has spent much of 
his 36-year long career looking at ways to reduce 
the energy lost through building envelopes – that 
is, the windows, walls, and roofs that separate 
the building interior from the outdoors.

For two decades since the late 1980s, he 
led a research team at the Lawrence Berke-

ley National Laboratory which developed 
“low-e” or low-emissivity window coatings 
that reduced the amount of heat that passes 
through glass.

Selkowitz also helped take the product from 
the laboratory to market by working closely 
with governments, architects and contractors. 
Today, this technology is used in buildings across 
the world and has saved US$7.7 billion in en-
ergy costs to date according to the US National 
Academy of Scientists.

Selkowitz was also the brains behind the 
“most advanced building efficiency simulator 
in the world” - the Facility for Low Energy Ex-

interview

By Vaidehi shah

The eye-catching facade of ION Orchard, Singapore. The walls, windows, and roofs that separate building interiors from the outdoors are one of the main 
factors affecting a building’s energy efficiency. Image: tristan tan / Shutterstock.com

In the lead-up to the International Green Building Conference 
2014, Eco-Business speaks to leading building energy efficiency 
researcher Stephen Selkowitz on the challenges of building green 
in the tropics and the future of zero energy buildings.

Building towards a  
‘zero energy’ future

http://today.lbl.gov/bissell-selkowitz-recipients-of-lifetime-achievement-awards/
http://today.lbl.gov/bissell-selkowitz-recipients-of-lifetime-achievement-awards/
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periments (FLEXLab) launched in 2013. This 
unique facility consists of four testbeds where 
users can trial energy efficienct features such 
as skylights, window materials and cooling 
systems on a small scale before implementing 
them in commercial projects.

For his ground-breaking work, Selkowitz - 
who leads the Windows and Envelope Materials 
Group at the Lawrence Berkeley National Labo-
ratory’s building technology and urban systems 
department - received a Lifetime Achievement 
Award from the laboratory in 2012. He was 
also given an award of excellence by McGraw 
Hill Construction’s industry publication, the 
Engineering News-Record, earlier this year.  

Selkowitz spoke on sustainability leadership 
at the opening plenary of the upcoming Inter-
national Green Building Conference (IGBC), a 
three-day event organised by Singapore’s Building 
and Construction Authority (BCA) which con-
vened over 1,000 professionals from the sector 
in the first week of September in the city-state.

In the run-up to IGBC, Selkowitz shared 
with Eco-Business his thoughts on the unique 
challenges that Singapore’s hot and humid 
climate poses to building energy efficiency, 
the possibility of a future where zero-energy 
buildings are the norm, and how energy ef-
ficient innovations can make the leap from 
laboratory to market.

Singapore’s hot and humid environment poses a 
unique set of challenges in maintaining indoor 
environments at comfortable levels. What are 
some technologies and architectural concepts 
that can help achieve this in the most energy 
efficient way possible?
There are three major challenges to managing 
indoor environments in hot, humid climates.

The first is to aggressively control the incident 
sunlight and diffuse light from the sky so that 
enough daylight is admitted to offset electric light 
– but no more, since that would only add to cool-
ing loads. This can be done with proper window 
design, glass selection and shading controls. The 
shape and orientation of the overall building, and 
adjacent landscaping, is also part of this challenge. 

The second is to minimise unnecessary inter-
nal heat gains since they only make the cooling 
loads higher.

The third challenge is to address the fact that 
different parts of a building have different cooling 
needs, based on different occupancy levels. So 
cooling systems must not only be energy efficient 
in terms of cooling hardware, systems design 
and operational controls, but they should also 
meet the realistic comfort needs of occupants.

Your research also focuses on zero energy build-
ings. Singapore has one Zero Energy Building, 
by the Building and Construction Authority. Is 
the concept of zero energy building scaleable 
and economically viable today? If not, what is 
needed to move zero energy buildings beyond 
niche experiments?
Zero Energy Buildings (ZEB) are one part of 
a broader strategy to transform buildings to 
dramatically reduce energy use and carbon 
emissions. The idea of a building that doesn’t 
need any more energy than it produces on its 
own site is simple to grasp and appealing, 
although there are complex technical factors 
to consider.

The goal may be viewed more as an aspira-
tional goal - a direction in which we are head-
ed, even if every building cannot reach it. For 
example, high-rise office buildings with high 
internal computer loads or hospitals are unlikely 
to meet the zero energy building definition on 
their site, but they could reduce energy use by 
more than 60 per cent, and then provide some 
onsite power and some remote renewable pow-
er. It will be harder to scale ZEB in Singapore 
than in California because of the climate and 
building density.

In Europe and the US, the concept is shift-
ing from ‘Net Zero’ to ‘Nearly Zero’. This is 
a more flexible concept, and also includes the 
idea of ‘Zero Energy Ready’ - meaning an ag-
gressive efficiency programme has lowered the 
intrinsic energy use to a level that might make 

The green building sector must grow globally if 
we are to address the climate change problem.  
We can make this a classic win-win solution.

Stephen Selkowitz, Senior Advisor, Building Science,  

Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory

http://flexlab.lbl.gov/
http://www.sgbw.com.sg/
http://www.sgbw.com.sg/
https://www.bca.gov.sg/zeb/
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‘Zero’ feasible if renewables were added later.
How can the public and private sectors and 
academia work together to make a country’s 
buildings more sustainable?
Our experience shows that the public sector is 
the right forum in which to discuss and agree 
upon goals to reduce building energy usage, 
but the private sector must ultimately shoulder 
much of the burden to achieve those goals. This 
may be disruptive for some businesses, but it 
provides many new opportunities for compa-
nies to grow and prosper as well. 

Given the role that building energy usage plays 
in our society and the importance of buildings to 
health, comfort and productivity, we must take 
the challenge of reducing this energy usage and 
convert it to an opportunity. Because it is not af-
fected by existing investments, academia is often 
the right place to foster the kind of “out of the 
box” thinking and cutting edge, integrated R&D 
that is needed to make buildings energy efficient.

But some of most exciting advances come 
when all three groups collaborate to optimise 
their respective strengths on what is a very 
challenging problem.

You recently received a Lifetime Achievement 
Award for Societal Impact from the Berke-
ley Lab for your contributions to making 
buildings in the USA more energy efficient. 
What has been the most memorable project 
of your career?
A good part of my work over the years has been 
tackling the energy challenges related to glaz-
ing, windows and daylighting. I like working 
with technology, and the work has been both 
innovative but pragmatic, and it has engaged 
a wide range of partners from manufacturers, 
to architects to contractors.

These public-private partnerships have ad-
vanced concepts like low-emissivity (low-E) 
window coatings from a lab curiosity in the 
1980s to mainstream products that now cap-
ture 80 per cent of US sales and have saved 
billions of dollars in energy. This has been one 
of the most interesting and important accom-
plishments for me, which has played out over 
many years. I enjoy the discovery in the lab but 
I also like to see impacts on day-to-day practice 
in real buildings.

What is your vision for how the green build-
ing sector should grow globally over the next 
few decades?
The green building sector must grow globally 
if we are to address the climate change prob-
lem. We can make this a classic win-win solu-
tion. Much of the developed world needs to 
retrofit existing buildings and the developing 
world needs to build the new infrastructure to 
employ and house the people who lack these 
amenities now.

The associated challenges of transport, water 
and food are complex. They have an impact 
on, and are affected by the design of buildings 
and cities as well, but any challenge like this 
presents an opportunity to push innovation, to 
create new jobs, and to transform the building 
sector in a manner that dramatically reduces 
global energy impacts while enhancing health 
and comfort.

That would seem like a vision that is worth-
while to pursue at a global scale. 

This interview is brought to you by the International Green 
Building Conference 2014. Click here for our full coverage 
of IGBC 2014 
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Stephen Selkowitz. Image: Eric Millette
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S ome 15 years ago, Harvard professors 
Michael Porter and Mark Kramer set 
out to answer the question of how to 
make philanthropy more effective. As 

they worked on these issues, they realised that 
businesses have a far wider impact on social 
conditions than charitable foundations, and 
business success is also heavily dependent on 
social and environmental factors where the 
business operates.

This led them to eventually coin the concept, 
of ‘creating shared value’, which promotes the 
idea of businesses addressing pressing social 
challenges within their operations.

Kramer, who is co-founder and managing di-
rector of US-based FSG, a non-profit consulting 
firm set up in 2000 which specialises in strategy, 
evaluation, and research, has spent the past de-
cade spreading the concept, which defines three 
ways in which shared value can be created:

By Jessica cheam

Ahead of the Responsible Business Forum on Sustainable 
Development next month, co-creator of ‘Creating Shared Value’ 
Mark Kramer speaks to Eco-Business on how the concept has 
evolved, and its relevance to Asia and prosperity.

shared value creator Mark 
kramer: Let’s redefine prosperity

Mark Kramer, co-founder and managing director of US-based FSG, a non-profit consulting firm. Image: FSG

interview
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•	 Reconceiving products and markets – De-
fining markets in terms of unmet needs or 
social ills and developing profitable products 
or services that remedy these conditions.

• Redefining productivity in the value chain – 
Increasing the productivity of the company 
or its suppliers by addressing the social and 
environmental constraints in its value chain.

• Local cluster development – Strengthening 
the competitive context in key regions where 
the company operates in ways that contribute 
to the company’s growth and productivity.
In 2012, Kramer and Porter launched the 

Shared Value Initiative at the Clinton Global 
Initiative Annual Meeting, which drives the 
adoption and implementation of shared value 
strategies by organizations around the world.

Kramer, who is giving a keynote speech at 
the upcoming Responsible Business Forum on 
Sustainable Development in Singapore on 25 
to 26 November, speaks to Eco-Business in this 
interview and shares his thoughts on how the 
concept has evolved and its relevance to Asia.

Since you coined the phrase ‘creating shared 
value’ in 2006, how do you think it has evolved 
in the years since?
I think the concept has been embraced far more 
than we had anticipated. Many companies and 
a number of governments have begun to ex-
plore how they can develop programmes that 
are conducive to creating shared value. We 
see companies that had already been on this 
path, General Electric (GE), for example, had 
started its ecomagination campaign well before 
we coined the term. Now, we see a number of 
companies beginning to explore social issues 
as business opportunities in a way they did 
not before.

A number of them are using the term shared 
value, some have even created vice president 
roles for shared values. One of the challenges 
is you need people who are deeply involved 
in the company and understand the social is-
sues where they operate. Most companies are 
not structured that way. So we find that it’s 
really a multi-year journey when companies 
begin to embrace shared value that leads them 
to think about products and communities in 
different ways.

How has it been embraced or applied success-
fully, can you give specific examples?
US medical device company Medtronic is an 
example of a company applying this by helping 
to create a market for hearing aids in India. 
They are providing training to physicians and 
building capacity in rural communities to adopt 
hearing aids. Swiss pharmaceutical firm No-
vartis launched a programme, Arogya Parivar 
(which means healthy family in Hindi), which 
offers affordable medicine to rural communi-
ties in India who had no access to it before. It 
delivers these products via a network of local 
sales staff and provides health education in 
these communities.

Has the meaning of the phrase changed along 
the way?
The three levels of creating shared value – name-
ly, reconceiving products and markets, redefin-
ing productivity in the value chain, and enabling 
cluster development - has held up quite well. 
There are more discussions now about how to 

Many companies and a number of 
governments have begun to explore how 
they can develop programmes that are 
conducive to creating shared value.

An indian woman in sari cares for her child on the streets. Many in India’s rural 
communities still have no access to modern healthcare services - a social problem that 
businesses can help address. Image: Im Perfect Lazybones / Shutterstock.com
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measure shared value and report it to investors. 
I think that we’ve come to see in many cases 
that companies are engaging on all three levels.

In many areas, companies cannot do this 
alone. They are partnering with government 
and NGOs to create projects. Companies have 
tremendous influence, resource and expertise 
and can make things happen, but they are not 
always knowledgeable about the issues or trust-
ed by the population. So the idea of partnerships 
is a bigger aspect of shared value.

Can you share your thoughts about how this 
concept is relevant to Asia? Are we beginning 
to see Asian companies embracing this?
I think companies in Asia recognise the value 
in such activities. Ayala Group’s Manila Water 
Company in the Philippines, for example, has 
a programme designed specifically for areas 
with clusters of low-income communities, in-
cluding people who previously had no access 
to piped water.  

Australia has a tremendous enthusiasm for 
shared value and a regional network on shared 
value has developed there as a partner to the global 
initiative. South Korea and India have also been 
a hotbed of shared value innovation and activity. 
But in other places in Asia, such as Japan, we do 
not see the same uptake. I suppose it’s because it 
has a different culture and the role of business in 
addressing social issues is not well accepted there.

It’s interesting that in certain regions like Lat-
in America, there is a huge distrust of business 
and the sense that business is the enemy. Fortu-
nately it’s different in Asia, there is a higher level 
of trust here and so the region is well poised to 
see a greater uptake in shared value activities.

You’ve previously mentioned that you don’t 
see shared value as social responsibility, philan-
thropy, or even sustainability, but a new way 
to achieve economic success. Can you explain?
It’s easy to distinguish shared value from philan-
thropy, which does not benefit the company di-
rectly; or CSR, which is about reducing any harm 
or environmental damage by a company in its 
supply chain whether it’s pollution or child labour.

Sustainability is a trickier one as there are 
many definitions out there. There’s one nar-
row definition that focuses on environmental 
impact. Shared value goes beyond that. It’s not 
just about environmental resources. It’s about 
companies proactively addressing social issues 
that are often outside their value chain and 
where they can have a meaningful impact.

There’s a broader definition of sustainability 
as defined by folks like John Elkington, which 
involves rethinking the global capital markets 
to come up with a new system that is equitable 
for a world with 9 billion people. That goes 
further than shared value. Shared value works 
within the capitalist system as it operates today, 
it’s not trying to reform capitalism.

You’re giving a keynote at the upcoming Re-
sponsible Business Forum on Sustainable 
Development next month, which is themed 
‘Building prosperity with economic, social and 
natural capital’, how do you think that relates 
to shared value?
It’s a wonderful topic. Looking at prosperity 
across multiple dimensions is absolutely the 

At the core of it is creating wealth, and only 
through business we will be able to achieve 

this. In that regard, shared value puts the 
emphasis on building strong and profitable 

businesses to a much greater degree than 
some of the thinking about sustainability or 

CSR that has preceeded it.  

Image: Shutterstock
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right way to do it and long overdue. With 
shared value, we’ve seen companies having 
to take into account a much broader set of 
factors when making their decisions and mea-
suring and reporting their results and impact. 
It’s very consistent with this broader vision 
of prosperity.

At the core of it is creating wealth, and only 
through business we will be able to achieve 
this. In that regard, shared value puts the em-
phasis on building strong and profitable busi-
nesses to a much greater degree than some of 
the thinking about sustainability or CSR that 
has preceeded it.  

What do you think are some obstacles to Asian 
companies adopting this wider definition?
To an extent, businesses are influenced by the 
attitude that the government takes. And if the 
government sees business as not to be trusted 
and needing regulation to force them to do 
things, that’s a hard context in which to think 
about shared value.

But one of the things I’ve noticed about Asia 
is that there’s so much growth and opportuni-
ty, companies are growing at a rapid rate just 
doing their basic business so there is less need 
for them to try out new ways of doing business, 
or take risks with new products.

The companies in the US and more developed 
markets are moving into shared value activities 
partly also because the markets in the West 
are saturated and they need to move into new 
areas. We don’t see that quite as much in Asia.

What inspired you to coin the concept Creating 
Shared Value and what personally motivates 
you to continue your work in this area?
Michael Porter and I began working together 15 
years ago around the question of how to make 
philanthropy more effective.  As we worked on 
the issues, we began to realise that corporations 
have much more impact on social conditions than 
charitable foundations do, and that conversely, 
corporate success is also very dependent on social 
and environmental factors in the regions where the 
company operates - such as the health and educa-
tion of the workforce, the prosperity of customers, 
and the sustainable use of natural resources. This 
led us down the path to creating shared value.

Personally, I am deeply motivated by seeing 
the results of our work with corporations when 
they actually begin to address social issues as 
business problems to be solved, bring their 
entire suite of resources to bear, and have a 
positive impact on thousands or even millions 
of lives. That is immensely motivating and in-
spiring to me.

What do you hope to achieve out of the Re-
sponsible Business Forum?
I’m very much looking forward to it .Shared 
value is not in competition with sustainability 
or CSR, it builds on and adds a new dimension 
to what has already been developed. I’m thrilled 
that the event has built shared value into the 
conversation and I look forward to discovering 
new synergies. 
To hear more from Mark Kramer and other high-profile 
global sustainability leaders, register here for the Responsi-
ble Business Forum on Sustainable Development, to be held 
in Singapore at the Sands Expo Convention Centre on 25 to 
26 November 2014.

Personally, I am deeply motivated by seeing the 
results of our work with corporations when they 
actually begin to address social issues as business 
problems to be solved, bring their entire suite 
of resources to bear, and have a positive impact 
on thousands or even millions of lives. That is 
immensely motivating and inspiring to me.

A group of mothers and children living in the slums of New Delhi. Image: africa924 / 
Shutterstock.com
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I n the past, action to combat climate change 
was viewed largely as running counter to 
economic growth, with “going green” im-
plying a sacrifice of prosperity for the sake 

of the environment. Today, we know better. 
By taking action to mitigate climate change, 
companies are promoting sustainable growth 
and creating high-quality employment.

The United States, for example, has added 
1.2 million “clean” jobs to the economy since 
January, according to a new study by the Eco-
tech Institute. Since last year, employment has 
risen by more than 115 per cent in the solar 
industry, and jobs related to energy efficiency 
have increased by over 50 per cent.

In China, the International Renewable Energy 
Agency reports that more than 1.7 million people 
are already employed in the renewable-energy 

sector. And the Global Climate Network esti-
mates that seven million additional jobs could be 
created if government targets for wind, solar, and 
hydropower are met. Worldwide, an estimated 
5.7 million people were employed directly or in-
directly in the global renewable-energy industry 
in 2012 – a figure that could triple by 2030.

Of course, expansion of renewable energy 
alone is not enough to combat climate change. 
Smarter ways of managing the planet’s natural 
assets – such as forests, freshwater supplies, 
soils, and biodiversity – are also needed to 
enhance the environment’s capacity to absorb 
carbon-dioxide emissions, while increasing the 
capacity of communities and countries to adapt 
to the climate change already underway.

One initiative that addresses climate change 
from both angles is South Africa’s Expanded 

opinion
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Mangrove reforestation efforts in progress in Samutsakorn, Thailand. Forest conservation and renewable energy factories have the potential to create 
millions of 'green' jobs worldwide. Image: Sura Nualpradid / Shutterstock.com

Efforts to combat climate change - such as scaling up renewables 
and rehabilitating forests - have created millions of jobs and 
economic opportunities globally, say UNFCCC executive secretary 
Christiana Figueres and ILO head Guy Rider.

Cleaner, greener, and richer

http://www.ecotechinstitute.com/press-release/ecotech-institutes-clean-jobs-index-shows-1.2-million-new-clean-jobs-in-2014.cfm
http://www.ecotechinstitute.com/press-release/ecotech-institutes-clean-jobs-index-shows-1.2-million-new-clean-jobs-in-2014.cfm
http://www.irena.org/rejobs.pdf
http://www.irena.org/rejobs.pdf
http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/GCN_lowcarbonjobs_summary_december2009.pdf
http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/GCN_lowcarbonjobs_summary_december2009.pdf
http://www.epwp.gov.za/
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Public Works Program, which generated one 
million employment opportunities during its 
first five-year phase, and aims to create 4.5 mil-
lion more by the end of this year. In addition 
to renewable-energy production, the program 
emphasises wetland and forest rehabilitation 
and fire management. It even addresses social 
inclusion, with many of those employed coming 
from vulnerable groups, such as single mothers.

Likewise, India’s Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Act aims to ensure 
livelihood security in rural areas by providing at 
least 100 days of guaranteed wage employment 
in a financial year to every household whose adult 
members volunteer to perform unskilled manual 
labor. The lion’s share of this work involves proj-
ects that can boost environmental resilience, from 
soil and water conservation to flood protection, 
reforestation, and small-scale irrigation.

In Brazil, the Bolsa Verde (“green grant”) 
program, which offers incentives to poor families 
to carry out conservation work in local nature 
reserves, provided monthly payments of $35 to 
more than 16,600 families in its first year. There 
are plans to extend the program to 300,000 fam-
ilies, and to add other climate-friendly projects, 
such as renewable-energy schemes. Colombia 
and Mexico have introduced similar initiatives.

Achieving a meaningful global climate agree-
ment at next year’s United Nations Climate 
Change Conference (UNCCC) – one that ad-
vances the long-term vision of a climate-neutral 
world by 2050 – would substantially boost the 
potential to create high-quality green jobs. The 
alternative – continued growth of global CO2 
emissions – would not only limit this potential; 
it would undermine economic output and, ac-
cording to estimates by the International Labor 
Organization (ILO), reduce productivity by 
more than 7 per cent, on average, worldwide.

Extreme weather events, which will increase 
in frequency and severity as global temperatures 
rise, are already taking their toll. Hurricane 
Katrina, which struck New Orleans in 2005, 
led to 40,000 job losses that year. Cyclone Sidr, 
which ravaged Bangladesh in 2007, disrupted 
several hundred thousand small businesses and 
adversely affected more than 560,000 jobs. In 
other words, climate action will not only create 
new jobs; it will also save existing ones.

To be sure, some job losses are inevitable, as 
carbon-intensive industries give way to more 
sustainable businesses. Managing these losses 
is integral to ensuring a “just transition” to a 
climate-neutral economy.

The good news is that the seven most highly 
polluting industries, which account for 80 per 
cent of CO2 emissions, employ just 10 per cent 
of the labor force. Job growth in the low-carbon 
economy can easily compensate for these losses.

Moreover, governments must initiate retrain-
ing and skills development to enable workers 
to take advantage of new employment oppor-
tunities in clean energy and natural-resource 
management. After all, creating jobs means little 
if the labor force is not equipped to fill them.

The fact that two of today’s most pervasive 
challenges – climate change and unemployment 
(especially among the young and the unskilled) 
– can be addressed simultaneously, with mutu-
ally reinforcing policies, leaves governments and 
international institutions with no excuse for in-
action. The ILO and the UN climate convention 
recognise this, but they cannot do it alone.

By putting the planet on the path toward 
de-carbonisation, world leaders meeting in New 
York for the UN climate summit last month and 
in Paris for the UNCCC next year can deliver a 
safer, healthier, and more prosperous world that 
provides millions with decent work opportunities. 
It is an opportunity that all should seize. 

Christiana Figueres is Executive Secretary of the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Guy Ryder 
is Director-General of the International Labor Organiza-
tion. This post was originally published by Project Syndi-
cate. Copyright Project Syndicate.

The fact that two of today’s most 
pervasive challenges – climate change 
and unemployment (especially among the 
young and the unskilled) – can be addressed 
simultaneously, with mutually reinforcing 
policies, leaves governments and international 
institutions with no excuse for inaction.
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S ince the end of World War II, our plan-
et has undergone massive human-influ-
enced environmental change, unnoticed 
by most. A few decades ago, chemis-

try was the new frontier for corporations and 
consumers. New technologies offered stability, 
convenience, entertainment, innovation, lux-
uries and, maybe most importantly, control. 
Molecules never before in existence provided 
us with cutting-edge breakthroughs.

So, in the US, we flooded the market, the 
environment and ourselves with approxi-
mately 60,000 synthetic industrial chemicals 
before the government decided that it needed 
to take action. The U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency attempted to regulate toxic 
substances in 1976, but most of the chemi-

cals in use were deemed safe, with very little 
safety testing. The logic at the time was that 
with any chemical, “the dose makes the poi-
son,” and exceedingly small amounts would 
not have much, if any, effect.

“There was this idea that our exposures to 
chemicals in the tiny amounts that we really do 
experience in consumer products, would not be 
enough to matter,” Devra Davis, founder and 
president of Environmental Health Trust, told 
me when I interviewed her for the documentary 
film I made on these matters, “Unacceptable 
Levels.” “But what we’re learning now is that 
really tiny, tiny amounts of certain chemicals, 
because of how they are able to trick our own 
hormone system, can really have disastrous 
effects at very low levels of exposure.”

opinion

By ed Brown

The average American consumer uses almost 700kg of consumer products such as soaps and lotions every year, and studies show that 486 industrial 
chemicals are detected in people of all ages. Image: Art Allianz / Shutterstock.com

Modern consumer products have introduced an unacceptably high 
level of toxic substances into humans’ bodies, says Ed Brown.

Unacceptable levels

http://ehtrust.org/
http://www.unacceptablelevels.com/
http://www.unacceptablelevels.com/
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tHE nUMBErs
Today, chemicals comprise the backbone of our 
modern lifestyle and are the largest sector of our 
economy. We generate 300 billion pounds of 
synthetic chemicals each year in the U.S. alone, 
and an average American uses more than 1,500 
pounds of chemical products.

After all of the growth and change we have 
experienced in the last 70 years, this much is 
clear: We still have very little idea what those 
chemicals do to our bodies in small doses, one 
chemical at a time. And with studies now show-
ing that more than 232 synthetic industrial 
chemicals have been detected in newborn ba-
bies and 486 in people of all ages, how can we 
know how those individual chemicals interact 
with each other inside of our bodies?

“You’re never just exposed to one chemical at 
a time,” Davis said. “Life is a mixture — we live 
in a sea of chemicals today. And although the lev-
els are extremely low, they add up. And what we 
know is it’s the sum total, the cumulative effect 
of the steady accumulation of these things over 
time that we have to pay attention to.”

In the US, an estimated 10,000 to 20,000 farm-
workers are poisoned due to pesticide exposure 
every year. Fifty per cent of men and one in every 
three women will get cancer. One in every 68 chil-
dren will have autism. Health care costs are esti-
mated to be $3.1 trillion in 2014 in the U.S. alone 
— a huge portion of the gross domestic product.

Through my interviews I learned these and 
other staggering statistics, and came to the con-
clusion that our bodies are being poisoned very 
slowly every day of our lives from conception.

“Looking at the prevalence numbers in au-
tism, we’ve gone from 1 in 10,000 to 1 in 110. 
… That’s not genetics alone,” Jeff Sell, former 
vice-president of the Autism Society of Amer-
ica, told me.

Andy Igrejas, national campaign director for 
Safer Chemicals, Healthy Families, called our 
bodies “ground zero in the battle over pollution.”

“That’s the fundamental change that’s hap-
pened,” he told me. “And it is related to the 
diseases in this country. That’s what makes this 
an urgent issue.”

And, we’re all willfully allowing this to take 
place through the products we use and the en-
vironments we live in.

“When we’re dealing with chemicals in the 
environment [we’re never going to have] the 
kind of evidence that we would have, for ex-
ample, on a drug trial, where we give people 
specific doses of a chemical or specific doses of 
a drug and then look to see how it’s effective or 
whether it has side effects,” said Joel Tickner, a 
member of the community health and sustain-
ability faculty at the University of Massachu-
setts Lowell. “[Yet] we often misinterpret the 
lack of proof of harm as evidence of safety.”

As strong as they are at detoxing, our bodies are 
not able to keep up with this deluge of ingesting, 
inhaling or absorbing toxic chemicals every day. 
When we learn that babies are born pre-polluted, 
we must recognise that action — with both our 
voices and our wallets — needs to be taken.

nExt stEPs
These issues affect all of us, regardless of race, 
gender or social class. Without help from cor-
porations, courts and the government, buying 
our way out of this problem is not realistic, but 
we can still take action for our health and the 
health of future generations. Like many envi-
ronmental issues, this can feel overwhelming, 
but information opens the door to changed 
behaviour, advocacy and activism. We all need 
to learn as much as we can, make intentional 
buying decisions and take action for safer prod-
ucts. That means, first and foremost, reading 
labels and finding out more about the ingre-
dients that are ubiquitous in the products we 
interact with every day.
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Shutterstock

http://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancerbasics/lifetime-probability-of-developing-or-dying-from-cancer
http://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancerbasics/lifetime-probability-of-developing-or-dying-from-cancer
http://www.shutterstock.com


50

It has taken almost seven decades to reach 
this point, and it may take as long to back 
ourselves out of it. But if we wait for our 
politicians, lobbyists and manufacturers to 
get in line with our wishes, it could take 
even longer.

We face many problems in our modern world, 
and it often feels easier to accept fate and just 
retreat to the television with a bag of chips and 
ignore it all. But, if we’ve learned anything from 
social movements of the past where large-scale 
change has taken place, it’s this: If we face prob-
lems collectively, we are much stronger than if 
we approach them in isolation. “It’s going to 
take a very different way of constructing the 
laws and policies that govern [the chemical] 
industry to drive interest away from investment 
in toxic substances,” Michael Wilson, former 
director of the Labor Occupational Health Pro-
gram at the University of California, Berkeley, 
told me.

This is one of the biggest problems we have 
ever faced. If we don’t figure it out soon — for 
ourselves and future generations — it’s hard to 
say where we’ll be seven decades from now. A 
future where developing cancer is pretty much a 
given or where half our children fall somewhere 

on the autism spectrum is not hard to imagine. 
Jamie Page, chief executive at the Cancer Preven-
tion and Education Society, told me, “There’s no 
point in trying to develop treatments for diseases 
like cancer if we don’t look at causes.”

The good news is, each of us can take steps 
to reduce the amount of chemicals we’re ex-
posed to daily. Here are five tips:
• READ FooD LABELS. If you can’t pro-

nounce an ingredient, chances are you 
shouldn’t be eating it.

• PURCHASE oRGAnIC FooD WHEn-
EVER PoSSIBLE. Factor in the potential 
health costs of processed, pesticide-rich 
foods, and organic food doesn’t break the 
bank. If we vote with our dollars, organic 
can become the norm.

• SWITCH To nonToxIC, BIoDE-
GRADABLE LAUnDRY AnD CLEAn-
InG PRoDUCTS. This is an easy way to 
create a safer, healthier home environment 
for you, your family and your pets. There 
are many choices out there today.

• TRAnSITIon To nonToxIC PER-
SonAL CARE PRoDUCTS. Skin is the 
body’s largest organ. Say no to triclocar-
ban, triclosan, parabens, retinyl palmitate, 
retinol, PEGS, ceteareths, polyethylene.

• REUSE, REDUCE, RECYCLE. Our plan-
et is inundated with plastic products and 
waste. In one way or another, as the top of 
the food chain, we’re going to end up in-
gesting them. Look for products with less 
packaging; think twice about upgrading 
to a new phone; bring reusable bags to the 
grocery store. It can be that simple.

If we do nothing, nothing will get better. But 
if we take the time to learn more about these 
issues and if we act collectively through our 
purchases and pressure our leaders to create 
policies that will protect us and future genera-
tions, maybe we can create a future free of the 
chemical body burden we face today.

“The difference between a chance and no 
chance, the difference between some hope and 
no hope,” toxic chemical litigator Amanda 
Hawes told me, “is a huge difference.” 

Ed Brown is a self-taught filmmaker. This post originally 
appeared on Ensia.
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These issues affect all of us, regardless of 
race, gender or social class. Without help from 

corporations, courts and the government, 
buying our way out of this problem is not 

realistic, but we can still take action for our 
health and the health of future generations.
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T he world has changed since our leaders 
discussed climate change in 2009. It has 
become even more evident; ravaging 
crops in Africa, melting ice in the Arctic, 

drowning the Philippines and drying-up Cali-
fornia. The poor are paying the highest price. 
But ever since super storm Sandy hit New York, 
even the rich in industrialised countries know 
that they can’t hide from devastating climate 
change in their gated communities.  

Climate change is not on its way. It’s al-
ready here.

Yet, cost-effective, sensible solutions have 
also made quantum leaps since 2009. Clean, 
renewable energy is getting bigger, better and 

cheaper every day. It can provide the answers 
our exhausted planet is looking for. Renew-
ables are the most economical solution for new 
power capacity in an ever-increasing number 
of countries. 100 per cent of power capacity 
added in the United States in August was renew-
able and countries like Denmark and Germany 
are producing new ‘clean electricity’ records 
almost every month. In China, real change is 
under way, too. Not only is China installing as 
much solar this year as the US has ever done, 
but their apocalyptic coal boom which drove 
up global carbon pollution since 2000 is also 
coming to an end. Things are rapidly changing 
and the current economic paradigm is no longer 

opinion

By KUmi naidoo

Fossil fuel industries are the only obstacle to a safe future and a stable 
climate, says Greenpeace International executive director Kumi Naidoo.

Climate action – 
who is stopping us?

A freight train transporting coal in Russia. Investments in coal are holding back energy companies from shifting towards clean energy, according to 
Greenpeace International. Image: Ranglen / Shutterstock.com
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impenetrable – the light of reason is starting to 
shine through its cracks.

If rationality and economics were humani-
ty’s guide to living on this planet, climate ac-
tion would no longer need summits. The more 
successful clean energy solutions get, the more 
they are cutting into the profit margins of those 
few powerful companies whose business models 
depends on continued fossil fuel dependency. 
That’s why we agree with UN Secretary General 
Ban Ki-moon when he says “instead of asking 
if we can afford to act, we should be asking 
what is stopping us, who is stopping us, and 
why?” We would add to this another question: 
for how long?  

Today, it is interests of the fossil fuel indus-
tries – not technology nor economics – which 
are the only obstacle to securing a safe future 
for us and our children on this planet. And they 
know it, too. When we talk to people at major 
energy firms these days, they admit in private 
that they understand the need to transition to-
wards clean energy. But the coal investments 
that companies like Duke Energy in the US, and 
Eskom in South Africa have made are holding 
them back. Worse, because they fear that their 
massive investments could become stranded 
(i.e. wasted) assets they are actively lobbying 
politicians to slow down the clean, people-pow-
ered energy revolution that is under way.

Business lobbies such as ALEC in the US or 
Business Europe in the EU are fighting tooth 
and nail to prevent progressive climate policies 
from being adopted. They claim they do this to 
“protect jobs”. But this is an utter lie. We want 
workers fully involved in a just transition to 
a clean energy future. But we also know from 
Greenpeace Energy Revolution analyses over 
the past decade that renewables and energy 
efficiency will deliver more jobs than carrying 
on with dirty energy business as usual. By im-
plementing a step by step energy [r]evolution 
governments can, for example, help businesses 
create 3.2 million more jobs by 2030 in the 
global power supply sector alone. In South Af-
rica, to pick just one country, 149,000 direct 
jobs could be created by 2030. That’s 38,000 
more than in the current government plan.

Meanwhile, China’s turnaround on coal 
could also change the dynamics in the global 

climate debate. At the New York summit, the 
Chinese government could end the current “you 
go first” mentality that has poisoned progress 
during the UN climate talks. Wouldn’t it be 
wonderful if China, emboldened by its domestic 
actions, were to lead the world to a new global 
climate agreement by, for example, announc-
ing in New York a peak in their emissions long 
before 2030?

It’s only these kind of bold, concrete com-
mitments that will be acceptable for the New 
York climate summit.  Progressive business 
leaders need to – as Ban Ki-moon put it, “push 
back against skeptics and entrenched interests”. 
They can do so by leaving destructive business 
lobbies such as ALEC or Business Europe and 
setting themselves concrete deadlines by which 
they will run their businesses on 100 per cent 
renewable energy. Governments need to send a 
clear signal to investors by supporting a phase-
out of fossil fuels by 2050. Indeed concrete 
steps need to be taken now – such as ending 
the financing of coal fired power plants – to get 
us there.

The world has changed since 2009. Baby 
steps are no longer enough. To control runaway 
climate change, we need to sharply change tack 
and sail with the wind, not against it with un-
sustainable fossil fuels.

That’s why we marched on the streets of New 
York, and cities around the world on September 
21st: to show – alongside tens of thousands of 
people – that it’s time the polluters got out of the 
way and let us build a green, just and peaceful 
future for the generations which follow us. 

Kumi Naidoo is the Executive Director of Greenpeace Inter-
national. This post originally appeared on the Greenpeace 
International blog.

When we talk to people at major energy firms 
these days, they admit in private that they 
understand the need to transition towards clean 
energy. But the coal investments that companies 
like Duke Energy in the US, and Eskom in South 
Africa have made are holding them back.
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Non-profit organisations might fill needs unmet by profit-making 
companies. But they also need experienced leaders from the 
corporate sector, says Laurence Lien, chairman of Lien Foundation 
and Community Foundation of Singapore.

Wanted by non-profits: 
Corporate leaders

Workers in Singapore’s Central Business District. The non-profit sector can create jobs and counter the long-term social impact of negative business 
practices by the for-profit sector. Image: Tupungato / Shutterstock.com

A round the world, there has been in-
creased scrutiny of for-profit companies 
and the role they play in society.

There is a growing belief that the 
for-profit corporate sector has contributed to 
jobless growth and widening inequality. The 
reasons for this are complex and go beyond 
the usual explanations of globalisation and 
technological advancements.

Capitalism today celebrates a winner-takes-
all approach. Companies are expected to max-
imise shareholder value, which is narrowly 

defined as growing profits, often with a short-
term focus.

Many also expand global supply chains, 
force redundancies, create few jobs and de-
press local wages while paying scant atten-
tion to negative externalities, such as envi-
ronmental degradation, that everyone has to 
pay for collectively.

Non-profit organisations (NPOs) play a unique 
role not just in plugging the gaps left by the pri-
vate sector, but in countering the long-term social 
impact of negative business practices.

opinion

By laUrence lien
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First, NPOs can address under-served cus-
tomer segments. There are often products and 
services that could benefit large population 
segments but are not supplied, either because 
demand factors need to be addressed or the 
price point is too high. Non-profits can disrupt 
market dynamics and provide innovative ser-
vices, sometimes profitably too.

Few examples are as inspiring as Brac, which 
uses tools such as microfinance, education and 
social enterprises to serve the poor in Bangla-
desh and beyond. Last year, Brac’s expenditure 
came to US$728 million (S$924 million) and 
it had more than 120,000 employees.

Non-profits can fulfil an entrepreneurial 
function when for-profits shy away from pro-
viding public goods or from having to develop 
a market that has not proved to be viable.

For example, in Singapore, there is an un-
der-consumption of eldercare rehabilitation ser-
vices because of a lack of awareness about the 
benefits of therapy for the older person. Public 
education is needed to increase demand for such 
upstream services - but for-profits typically have 
little incentive to invest in public education.

Second, NPOs can serve customers in ways 
that companies find it difficult to.

NPOs can move beyond transactional rela-
tionships and engage the community in becom-
ing part of holistic service provision.

For example, in providing community care 
for seniors, NPOs can be better placed to mo-
bilise volunteers and build social networks for 
the elderly, who often suffer more from loneli-
ness than physical dependency.

NPOs are more likely to continually do the 
right thing for service users. With their social 
mission at the core and money not an end in 
itself, NPOs are, in theory, better able to em-
power people to become more independent, 
exercise self-determination and demand fewer 
services eventually.

According to the 2014 Edelman Trust Ba-
rometer, non-government organisations (NGOs) 
are the most trusted institutions in Singapore. 
Trust in NGOs has risen 20 percentage points 
in five years to reach 76 per cent this year, ex-
ceeding trust in business and government, which 
are at 71 per cent and 75 per cent respectively. 
This puts NPOs in a unique position to more 

effectively engage customers as partners.
Third, NPOs can help grow markets as well 

as create jobs.
In the United States, non-profits contribut-

ed products and services that added US$779 
billion to its gross domestic product (GDP), or 
5.4 per cent, in 2010 and employed people in 
more than 10 per cent of jobs in 2009.

In Singapore, charities saw income of $12.6 bil-
lion in 2012, or approximately 3 per cent of GDP.

These numbers do not even cover cooper-
atives, non-profit social enterprises and other 
non-charitable organisations, and tend to un-
derestimate the contribution in terms of NPO 
value as many activities are either underpriced 
or given free or in-kind.

The sector has the potential to grow substan-
tially, especially to meet rising needs in areas 
such as eldercare and mental wellness.

In Singapore, it saw income grow by 11.6 per 
cent a year in real terms from 2007 to 2012, 
which far outstripped GDP growth of 4.9 per 
cent a year over the same period.

New non-profits can be set up more quick-
ly with a wide range of social financing tools, 
from grants to equity. When their strengths are 
leveraged well, they benefit from a lower cost 
structure, serve broader client segments and 
prioritise growth over profitability.

Singapore already has a lively non-profit 
sector that is growing fast. What comes next 
is building scale and talent.

Many for-profits also expand global supply 
chains, force redundancies, create few jobs 
and depress local wages while paying scant 
attention to negative externalities, such as 
environmental degradation, that everyone 
has to pay for collectively. Non-profit 
organisations (NPOs) play a unique role not 
just in plugging the gaps left by the private 
sector, but in countering the long-term social 
impact of negative business practices.
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Size matters. We need better models of 
NPOs, and social enterprises that are large, 
independent and innovative, continually mak-
ing a fresh and significant impact on the social 
landscape in their own right, and not merely 
government contractors.

Non-profits also need to exercise leadership 
and be proactive in tackling the most difficult 
problems in our society and continually invest 
in social intrapreneurship and innovation. They 
need to have high aspirations to take on more 
game-changing ideas.

The growth of the non-profit sector is cur-
rently constrained by a critical shortage of la-
bour. Although many more young graduates are 
joining the sector, it crucially needs an infusion 
of talent, whether from the corporate sector or 
even government.

The Centre for Non-Profit Leadership, of 
which I am the vice-chairman, plays an import-
ant role in attracting senior corporate people 
to move into the sector.

To get the best candidates, existing NPOs 
and the “sector shifters” themselves must have 
ambitious and challenging agendas, and NPOs 
need to upgrade their organisational capacities, 
beyond improving the pay packet.

People with an entrepreneurial bent can be 
social entrepreneurs. There is a certain per-

ception that entrepreneurship is for young 
people. This is a myth. Studies have shown 
that successful entrepreneurs are more likely 
to be aged 40 or older. We need older, more 
experienced people, who can be role models 
for the next generation.

The typical profile of social entrepreneurs 
in Singapore is very young. I love their passion 
and energy. Unfortunately, I find that too many 
lack life experience and a connection with the 
ground. They cannot hope to save the world 
from Starbucks.

Older people have more prior knowledge to 
call on to identify opportunities. They also have 
deeper networks, more capability in managing 
teams and skills to deliver results.

People can follow the inspirational lead of 
pioneers such as Mr Jack Sim, who retired 
from business at 40 and founded the World 
Toilet Organisation, and Mr Eugene Seow, 
who was a practising architect for 10 years be-
fore becoming the executive director of Touch 
Community Services.

It is never too late to be a sector shifter. It is 
also never too late to start an NPO. 

Laurence Lien is the chairman of Lien Foundation and the 
Community Foundation of Singapore. This post was orig-
inally published in The Straits Times and reproduced with 
permission from the author.

sHarE  
tHis storY

A fundraising walkathon in Singapore. While non-government organisations are the most trusted institutions in Singapore, the growth of the sector is 
constrained by a critical shortage of labour. Image: i359702 / Shutterstock.com
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1 WWF's The Living Planet Report 2014

CONNECTING RESPONSIBLE BUSINESSES TO CONSUMERS
Panda Perks is WWF-Singapore’s first-ever digital card that partners 
green retailers, consumer brands and service providers to track and 
reward green consumer actions through exciting stamp journeys.

Downloadable on any smart phone, users 
embark on green journeys and redeem 
virtual stamps by demonstrating green 
actions such as bringing their own shopping 
bag or taking an online pledge to support an 
environmental issue. Every stamp journey 
culminates in rewards ranging from digital 
shopping vouchers to environmentally- 
friendly gifts. Our partners include: The 
Body Shop, Singapore Post Limited and 
Method Singapore.

HOW WE WORK WITH BUSINESSES

WWF works in partnership with leading businesses, brings together stakeholders to find sustainable solutions, and campaigns for 
positive change.

Together with our partners, WWF challenges conventional business thinking and helps to develop new commercial approaches and 
opportunities. By demonstrating practical environmental leadership, WWF guides companies toward more efficient use of natural 
resources. In responding to growing consumer demand for environmentally-responsible products and services, WWF shows businesses 
how to meet their sustainability goals without compromising their competitiveness.

To be a part of Panda Perks, please contact: 
6730 8100 or corporate@wwf.sg 

Singapore has one of the world’s largest 
ecological footprint in the world1. Through 
the Panda Perks Digital Card, 
WWF-Singapore aims to create a culture of 
responsible consumerism where people 
make a conscious effort to pick greener 
products, choose to support responsible 
companies and to minimise their impact on 
the planet by reducing, reusing and 
recycling.

Why Panda Perks?

•

•

•

•

•

Be part of WWF’s green directory to 
extend your reach to wider targeted 
audience 

Leverage on Panda Perks’ mobile app 
and marketing communications

Join WWF-Singapore to create a green 
retail trend in Singapore

WWF-Singapore’s guidance on engaging 
consumers to take fulfilling green actions 
in stores or online

Stamp collection increases store traffic 
and online presence

Benefits for Panda Perks partners
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W hat does genuine economic progress 
look like? The orthodox answer is 
that a bigger economy is always 
better, but this idea is increasing-

ly strained by the knowledge that, on a finite 
planet, the economy can’t grow for ever.

The Addicted to Growth conference in 
Sydney is exploring how to move beyond 
growth economics and towards a “steady-
state” economy.

But what is a steady-state economy? Why it 
is it desirable or necessary? And what would it 
be like to live in?

tHE gLoBaL PrEdiCaMEnt
We used to live on a planet that was relatively 
empty of humans; today it is full to overflowing, 
with more people consuming more resources. 
We would need one and a half Earths to sus-
tain the existing economy into the future. Every 

By samUel 
alexander

Rather than tinkering around the edges of capitalism, the global 
community needs to make a radical shift to a paradigm of 
‘degrowth’, or planned economic contraction, says University of 
Melbourne researcher Samuel Alexander.

Life in a ‘degrowth’ economy, and 
why you might actually enjoy it

A mall in Toronto filled with shoppers on Black Friday 2013. With recent UN projections estimating that the world population could rise as high as 
12.3 billion by 2100, the planet cannot sustain a trend of excessive consumption. Image: Canadapanda / Shutterstock.com

opinion
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year this ecological overshoot continues, the 
foundations of our existence, and that of other 
species, are undermined.

At the same time, there are great multitudes 
around the world who are, by any humane stan-
dard, under-consuming, and the humanitarian 
challenge of eliminating global poverty is likely 
to increase the burden on ecosystems still further.

Meanwhile the population is set to hit 11 
billion this century. Despite this, the richest na-
tions still seek to grow their economies without 
apparent limit.

Like a snake eating its own tail, our growth-ori-
entated civilisation suffers from the delusion that 
there are no environmental limits to growth. 
But rethinking growth in an age of limits can-
not be avoided. The only question is whether 
it will be by design or disaster.

dEgroWtH to a  
stEadY-statE EConoMY
The idea of the steady-state economy presents 
us with an alternative. This term is somewhat 
misleading, however, because it suggests that we 
simply need to maintain the size of the existing 
economy and stop seeking further growth.

But given the extent of ecological overshoot 
– and bearing in mind that the poorest nations 
still need some room to develop their econo-
mies and allow the poorest billions to attain a 
dignified level of existence – the transition will 
require the richest nations to downscale radi-
cally their resource and energy demands.

This realisation has given rise to calls for eco-
nomic “degrowth”. To be distinguished from 
recession, degrowth means a phase of planned 
and equitable economic contraction in the rich-
est nations, eventually reaching a steady state 
that operates within Earth’s biophysical limits.

At this point, mainstream economists will 
accuse degrowth advocates of misunderstand-
ing the potential of technology, markets, and 
efficiency gains to “decouple” economic growth 
from environmental impact. But there is no 
misunderstanding here. Everyone knows that 
we could produce and consume more efficiently 
than we do today. The problem is that efficiency 
without sufficiency is lost.

Despite decades of extraordinary technological 
advancement and huge efficiency improvements, 

the energy and resource demands of the global 
economy are still increasing. This is because with-
in a growth-orientated economy, efficiency gains 
tend to be reinvested in more consumption and 
more growth, rather than in reducing impact.

This is the defining, critical flaw in growth 
economics: the false assumption that all econ-
omies across the globe can continue growing 
while radically reducing environmental impact 
to a sustainable level. The extent of decoupling 
required is simply too great. As we try unsuc-
cessfully to “green” capitalism, we see the face 
of Gaia vanishing.

The very lifestyles that were once considered 
the definition of success are now proving to be 
our greatest failure. Attempting to universalise 
affluence would be catastrophic. There is ab-
solutely no way that today’s 7.2 billion people 
could live the Western way of life, let alone 
the 11 billion expected in the future. Genuine 
progress now lies beyond growth. Tinkering 
around the edges of capitalism will not cut it.

We need an alternative.

There is absolutely no way that today’s 7.2 
billion people could live the Western way of 
life, let alone the 11 billion expected in the 
future. Genuine progress now lies beyond 
growth. Tinkering around the edges of 
capitalism will not cut it.

Image: Shutterstock
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EnoUgH for EvErYonE, 
forEvEr
When one first hears calls for degrowth, it is 
easy to think that this new economic vision 
must be about hardship and deprivation; that 
it means going back to the stone age, resigning 
ourselves to a stagnant culture, or being an-
ti-progress. Not so.

Degrowth would liberate us from the burden 
of pursuing material excess. We simply don’t 
need so much stuff – certainly not if it comes at 
the cost of planetary health, social justice, and 
personal well-being. Consumerism is a gross 
failure of imagination, a debilitating addiction 
that degrades nature and doesn’t even satisfy 
the universal human craving for meaning.

Degrowth, by contrast, would involve em-
bracing what has been termed the “simpler 
way” – producing and consuming less.

This would be a way of life based on modest 
material and energy needs but nevertheless rich 
in other dimensions – a life of frugal abundance. 
It is about creating an economy based on suf-
ficiency, knowing how much is enough to live 
well, and discovering that enough is plenty.

The lifestyle implications of degrowth and 
sufficiency are far more radical than the “light 
green” forms of sustainable consumption that 
are widely discussed today. Turning off the lights, 
taking shorter showers, and recycling are all nec-
essary parts of what sustainability will require 
of us, but these measures are far from enough.

But this does not mean we must live a life of 
painful sacrifice. Most of our basic needs can 
be met in quite simple and low-impact ways, 
while maintaining a high quality of life.

WHat WoULd LifE BE LikE in a 
dEgroWtH soCiEtY?
In a degrowth society we would aspire to localise 
our economies as far and as appropriately as pos-
sible. This would assist with reducing carbon-in-
tensive global trade, while also building resilience 
in the face of an uncertain and turbulent future.

Through forms of direct or participatory 
democracy we would organise our economies 
to ensure that everyone’s basic needs are met, 
and then redirect our energies away from eco-
nomic expansion. This would be a relatively 
low-energy mode of living that ran primarily 
on renewable energy systems.

Renewable energy cannot sustain an ener-
gy-intensive global society of high-end consum-
ers. A degrowth society embraces the necessity 
of “energy descent”, turning our energy crises 
into an opportunity for civilisational renewal.

We would tend to reduce our working hours 
in the formal economy in exchange for more 
home-production and leisure. We would have 
less income, but more freedom. Thus, in our 
simplicity, we would be rich.

Wherever possible, we would grow our own 
organic food, water our gardens with water 
tanks, and turn our neighbourhoods into edible 
landscapes as the Cubans have done in Hava-
na. As my friend Adam Grubb so delightfully 
declares, we should “eat the suburbs”, while 
supplementing urban agriculture with food 
from local farmers’ markets.

We simply don’t need so much stuff – 
certainly not if it comes at the cost of 

planetary health, social justice, and personal 
well-being. Consumerism is a gross failure 

of imagination, a debilitating addiction that 
degrades nature and doesn’t even satisfy the 

universal human craving for meaning.
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We do not need to purchase so many new 
clothes. Let us mend or exchange the clothes we 
have, buy second-hand, or make our own. In 
a degrowth society, the fashion and marketing 
industries would quickly wither away. A new 
aesthetic of sufficiency would develop, where we 
creatively re-use and refashion the vast existing 
stock of clothing and materials, and explore less 
impactful ways of producing new clothes.

We would become radical recyclers and do-
it-yourself experts. This would partly be driven 
by the fact that we would simply be living in 
an era of relative scarcity, with reduced discre-
tionary income.

But human beings find creative projects ful-
filling, and the challenge of building the new 
world within the shell of the old promises to 
be immensely meaningful, even if it will also 
entail times of trial. The apparent scarcity of 
goods can also be greatly reduced by scaling up 
the sharing economy, which would also enrich 
our communities.

One day, we might even live in cob hous-
es that we build ourselves, but over the next 
few critical decades the fact is that most of us 
will be living within the poorly designed ur-
ban infrastructure that already exists. We are 
hardly going to knock it all down and start 
again. Instead, we must ‘retrofit the suburbs’, 
as leading permaculturalist David Holmgren 
argues. This would involve doing everything 
we can to make our homes more energy-ef-
ficient, more productive, and probably more 
densely inhabited.

This is not the eco-future that we are shown 
in glossy design magazines featuring mil-
lion-dollar “green homes” that are prohibi-
tively expensive.

Degrowth offers a more humble – and I 
would say more realistic – vision of a sustain-
able future.

Making tHE CHangE
A degrowth transition to a steady-state econo-
my could happen in a variety of ways. But the 
nature of this alternative vision suggests that the 
changes will need to be driven from the “bottom 
up”, rather than imposed from the “top down”.

What I have written above highlights a 
few of the personal and household aspects 

systems that promote, rather than inhibit, 
the simpler way of life. These wider changes 
will never emerge, however, until we have 
a culture that demands them. So first and 
foremost, the revolution that is needed is a 
revolution in consciousness.

I do not present these ideas under the illusion 
that they will be readily accepted. The ideology 
of growth clearly has a firm grip on our society 
and beyond. Rather, I hold up degrowth up as 
the most coherent framework for understand-
ing the global predicament and signifying the 
only desirable way out of it.

The alternative is to consume ourselves to 
death under the false banner of “green growth”, 
which would not be smart economics. 

Samuel Alexander is a research fellow at Melbourne Sus-
tainable Society Institute at University of Melbourne. This 
article was originally published on The Conversation

of a degrowth society based on sufficiency 
(for much more detail, see here and here). 
Meanwhile, the ‘transition towns’ movement 
shows how whole communities can engage 
with the idea.

But it is critical to acknowledge the social 
and structural constraints that currently make 
it much more difficult than it needs to be to 
adopt a lifestyle of sustainable consumption. 
For example, it is hard to drive less in the 
absence of safe bike lanes and good public 
transport; it is hard find a work-life balance 
if access to basic housing burdens us with ex-
cessive debt; and it is hard to re-imagine the 
good life if we are constantly bombarded with 
advertisements insisting that “nice stuff” is 
the key to happiness.

Actions at the personal and household 
levels will never be enough, on their own, 
to achieve a steady-state economy. We need 
to create new, post-capitalist structures and 

One day, we might even live in cob houses 
that we build ourselves, but over the next few 
critical decades the fact is that most of us will 
be living within the poorly designed urban 
infrastructure that already exists. 
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N aomi Klein’s third attack on capital-
ism, This Changes Everything, has put 
the urgency of climate change front 
and centre. As ever for Klein, unre-

strained capitalism is the root problem and has 
to be dealt with, however difficult that might 
be – and however much money and power is 
propping it up.

Our response so far has been hopeless, but 
she is able to point to recent signs that we might 
yet achieve the radical change we need: push 
hard now is the message.

As in her previous works, Klein’s latest book 
shows off her mastery of the ruthless exposé. 
Corruption, underhanded practices and deliber-
ate bullshit are hauled into view from wherever 
she finds them. Although it leaves a depressing 
reminder of how pervasive this stuff is, we need 
more of this type of journalism to keep it at bay. 
We are given a rogues’ gallery of incongruous 
policies whose architects we should laugh out 
of politics, of businesses that have been getting 
away with greenwash and of environmental 
organisations seduced down the garden path 
of fossil fuel funding.

This book was five years in the making – 
and one place this shows up is in the quality 
of detail.

When she’s lambasting greenwash merchants 
for disingenuous messages, there is a sense, 
backed up by her track record, that she has 
got her facts straight. This book is peppered 
with scathing, chilling and depressing tales of 
those whose actions collude deliberately, or ac-
cidentally, with the ever-increasing extraction 
of fossil fuel – whether they be environmental 
movements or celebrity entrepreneurs.

virgin tErritorY
Richard Branson gets some sharp treatment for 
the incongruity between his words and actions: 
the aggressive growth of his carbon-belching 
airline and a failure to deliver anything but the 
smallest fraction of his promised US$3 billion 
fund to fight global warming.

Environmental organisations are exposed 
for their reliance on fossil fuel funding and 
Warren Buffet and Bill Gates have their fos-
sil fuel investments brought out into the cold 
light of day. The hijacking of the environmen-

book review

By miKe 
Berners-lee

Carbon footprinting 
expert Mike Berners-Lee 
reviews Naomi Klein’s 
latest book, ‘This Changes 
Everything: Capitalism Vs. 
the Climate’.

Book review: 
naomi klein 
finds kernels 
of hope amid 
climate change 
and untamed 
capitalism
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tal agenda by big business is vividly exposed 
along with the wishful thinking that climate 
change can be addressed without significant 
rearrangement of the terms of engagement of 
oil companies, and airlines. All this is import-
ant stuff.

But much more than a series of vignettes, this 
is a book about a macro issue. Klein is not in 
the mood for sticking plasters to cure the cli-
mate change problem – she wants to get to the 
root cause. Climate change demands an urgent 
response at the global system level. And since 
unrestrained capitalism is incapable of deliver-
ing such an intervention, climate change gives 
Klein one more argument for taking a pop at 
her number one enemy. In fact she is unapolo-
getic that what sparked her interest in climate 
change was the focus it brought to some of 
capitalism’s shortcomings.

There is good focus on the psychology of 
denial, which is probably the crux of the cli-
mate change puzzle. Klein argues powerfully 
that unrestrained capitalism has had a central 
role in keeping us from waking up.

figHting a nEW sLavErY
But if we tamed capitalism, would a fix for 
emissions follow? I would have liked more on 
the fundamental dynamics of energy, efficien-
cy and growth – and a clearer pathway to the 
low-carbon world once capitalism has been 
tamed. There is a lot more to cutting fossil fuel 
than developing renewables.

I hope this book has great capacity to influ-
ence. It’s a sad reality that most people who 
deny the problem or don’t already see the need 
for major market interventions probably won’t 
pick it up despite her effort to write for those 
who don’t buy books on climate change. At 
the very least, This Changes Everything should 
help arm the converted.

Many will love the writing style Klein uses, 
with the arguments unfolding slowly in power-
ful prose, laced with anecdotes. If you like each 
chapter to reveal itself in the first paragraph 
then you will need more patience. But in the 
end what I liked most was the hopeful conclu-
sion. Not optimism that we will all be fine, but 
well-argued hope that despite our utter failure 
so far we might yet react in time if we pull our 

fingers out. Why? Because social tipping points 
can happen so fast and our species has shown 
that it can get a lot done quickly once its prop-
erly awake to a problem.

Slavery was as profitable as fossil fuel, but 
we still overcame it (or perhaps not quite, 
but we made good headway). Apartheid fell 
without the bloodbath everyone feared. Klein 
sees small signs of headway now that weren’t 
there a few years ago and (like me) believes 
in the possibility that from here things might 
just be able to change fast enough – if we all 
push hard now. 

Mike Berners-Lee is co-author of The Burning Question and 
How Bad Are Bananas? The carbon footprint of everything.
This article was originally published on The Conversation.

The hijacking of the environmental agenda 
by big business is vividly exposed along 
with the wishful thinking that climate 
change can be addressed without significant 
rearrangement of the terms of engagement 
of oil companies, and airlines.

Protesters carrying signs denouncing capitalism and asking for "another world" during 
the G20 Protest on June 26, 2010 in Toronto, Canada.  
Image: arindambanerjee / Shutterstock.com
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