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emystifying sustainability

No one would deny that sustainability is a good thing. But what
does it mean? And how is it relevant to your business? That's

where things get hard to pin down

ts safe t assume that everyone agrees sustain-

ability is a good thing. If your business isn't

sustainable, you won't be around for long.

Bur lately, sustainability has taken on a broader
meaning, encompassing the survival of not just a
company, but of the entire planet. And that’s where
the confusion comes in.

The average business owner can understand
“green,” and might organize a car pool or install a
composter in the corporate lunchroom. She might
even champion “corporate social responsibilicy” and
donate to local chanities. But when it comes to saving
the planet, where do you begin?

BCBusmess convened a panel of experts who for
years have been helping companies untangle the

meaning of sustainahility, and huild it into their daily
operations,

Rob Abbott is a public speaker, writer and con-
sultant who now calls Calgary home, but still spends
abour a week every month in Vancouver, where he
lived until about a vear ago. Coro Strandberg, prin-
cipal of Strandberg Consulting, helps companies
integrate social and environmental values with meas-
urable business goals. (More on what that means
in the pages to come., ) Hn:.-d Cohenisa ||r:|1'ln'5ﬁ|;|r
of sustainable entrepreneurship at SFU, and a
founder of the Green Building and Consulting
Company.

Here’s what the experts say about one buzz word
businesses can't afford to ignore.
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what sustainability means for local businesses

BCBusiness: Let’s start with the big question:
define sustainability.

Rob Abbott: Sustainability is a process, not
some kind of utopian end event. Its about
creating financial and social wealth or well-
being in a way that doesn't, frankly, trash peo-
ple and the planet. Too many people frame
this as an environmental proposition and the
hole in the doughnut, wo often, is the social
dimension.

Coro Strandberg: [ define it as an integration
of social and environmental and economie
considerations in your decision-making, and
doing it in a way that balances the factors so
economics doesntalways trump the environ-
ment or social considerations and vice versa,

BCB: Thar’s all very well, but how do we
bring it down to the level of daily operations
fior, say, a business owner with six employees?

DISSECTING SUSTAINABILITY: (i-r) Coro Strandberg, Rob Abbott, Boyd Cohen and David Jordan, BCBusiness associate editor, hash out

RA: If I'm a small business owner, I've gota
whole variety of issues: people issues, systems
issues... Within each of those, | can probably
begin to have a conversation that starts by
asking questions like, how can I reduce my
environmental footprint? Where am [ sourc-
ing my materials? Do I have a sustainable
purchasing process in place? Who are the
people that I'm dealing with as suppliers and
how green are they?

€5: Employee engagement is eritical for any
sustainability strategy. An casy first thing to
do is to get them all together and say, “Hey,
I've been thinking about these issues and
whats on your mind?” Chances are, they're
sitting there thinking about some practices
that the company might do differenty. And
then vou've got a group of engaged, moti-
vated employees who are prepared to go
the extra mile in helping you advance your
program.

“Sustainability is
a process, not
some kind of
utopian end
event. Iit's about
creating financial
and social wealth
or wellbeing in a
way that doesn't,

frankly, trash people and
the planet”
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- Hob Abbott

e

RA: Include your critics, and let them know
you're going to give them an opportunity to
be heard. You're not necessarily going to
respond to everything they have to say, but
its important to begin sowing those seeds and
henefiting from their perspectives.

BCB: So as a starting point [ might engage
my employees, my critics and my suppliers,
But how do I sustain it over the long run? Do
I formulate a sustinability policy, strike a
committeer

Boyd Cohen: I'm opposed to doing sustain-
ahbility departments or committees if they’re
on the side, beeause they never have weth.
I've seen somehody hired into a company as
a sustainability officer or VI but who doesn't
actually have any bearing on exccutive deci-
sions, Their role is to advise departments on
how they can enhance their sustainability.
Well, when push comes to shove, you're not
going to care what this tree hugger over here
15 saying,

€s: A couple of approaches seem to work.
One is sewting up an employee engagement
team. You might just have one employee
champion team and liberate them w set some
targets and provide some resourees for them,
Then, as the CEO or the general manager,
you can indicate to the rest of the employees
that you're totally behind the effore.

Another aspect is to think more about
your impact on the land and how vou engage
with communities. Its really not about
whether you have an extra $10,000 to give to
the community or whether you have an extra
hour to do your recycling program. Its actu-
ally about how you run your business day to
clay. You mighe want w rethink your business
process or look at your product. Can you
hardwire an environmental or social attrib-
ute into your product?

RA: [t matters much less what s written
down or enshrined in policies than whar is
talked about in the corridors of the company,

Every employee needs to understand
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what matters to the CEO or the owner/
manager. A fundarnental step is to establish
haselines, measures of environmental per-

fl.ﬂrl'l'lﬂ['l Cce, S0 J{'i:'ll |:'|‘|..'|'r-l Wimance, I-iﬂ.'IIIL'I.'Il
performance, ethical performance, And there
must be, at a minimum, a commitment to
internal reporting on these levels ¢ il!.|k:|'|; 1=
ance. But there also needs to be external
reporting, some kind of scorecard or meas-
urement r'l..'FK irt.

BCB: How can you measure sustinability?

RA: You'd actually be surprised how many
things can be measured if vou think innova-
inn.'ll. The Global |w]m|l= g Initatve - the
GRI - is an international initdatve o help
companics figure our how o report on their
sustainability performance on an annual hasis,
and they're starting to do it by sectors, It
practcally free to get all this information, so
\I’l.] Can measure '|.'| |'|!|\||..'|| 'I“ 'I“'IH[ ‘.L'Jl” FR.L"

around the world who have similar firms of

similar size.

I .]HL']'i' (are '.Il.';l ] |hi r11_'\ if F.'.‘I“;‘.'. I:‘kl' ( :il['l.'ld ]i.i“'
Business tor Social Responsibi
regular meetings and resources and ways
w actually eap into the network 1o ger infor-
MO,

ity, which has

€S: Small businesses can be quite over-
whelmed by this idea of reporting and meas-
uring. But itk very motvating for emplovees,
whoare the chief ambassadors for your prod-
uct and for your role in society, if vou set a
benchmark. So on the social side, maybe its
employee volunteering: what per cent of
employees would you like to have volunteer-
ing? Or how many hours a month would
it be reasonable for them to volunteer? Or
how many community organizatdons would
vou like to see benefited by the community
volunteering?

So even though itk
piness or social welfare, you can set a target
deg rending on what your parucular pniorities
are,

RA: The imperative to measure and use

Insurance Brokers
Risk Consultants

Are your most serious
risks beneath the surface?

Aon helps you manage your risks, so
you can focus on your business

It's what we do.

We're Here To Help.

The City of Surrey is actively invol ved in promoting

and assisting business ._qr-:rwlh in our communily.

with City Hall processes

art of Pfﬁl‘l‘ﬂ'}ﬂr‘lg busi
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WHERE DO | START?

B Canadian Business for Social Responsibility

A national organization with strong ties to Vancouver, CBSR offers
resources for businesses looking to up their socialresponsibility
quotient. Visit the website to sign up for a newsletter and plug in to

local events, chbsrbe.ca
B GVRD:

Here you'll find resources for small- and medium-sized businesses
seeking to boost their ecoefficiency. In addition to accessing online
tips and tools, you can contact a SmartSteps business adviser with
specific questions about your business. gwd.be.ca/SmartSteps

M Local business schools

Sustainability is a hot topic in the business faculties of local
universities; students and recent graduates are ftching for realworld
experience. Call the business faculty of SFU or UBC and ask if there

are any students seeking internships or recent graduates looking

for work.

B Trade and professional associations

Whether you're in building management or dentistry, you can bet
that others in your field henve published papers, delivered talks and
convened discussion groups about sustainability. Your professional

ack in 1885, London Place

Eye Centre became the first
cliniein North Amenca dedicated
to corrective eyve surgery. They
weare the first in Batish Columbia
to use a laser to correct near-
sightedness, larsightedness and
astogrnatism.

ater, London Flace introduced

their exclusive 'No Touch'™
procedure; non-mmasnve” hladeless
surgery” that uses a cool beam of
laser light to reshape the comea,
Unlike LASIK, there is no cutting
of the eye needed to create a flap.
‘Mo Touch' is now practiced at
leading clinics around the world

ondon Place Eye Centre
has performed over 70,000
procedures with patients from
30 countries. Their surgical team

is ameng the most ETpEnE’lOEd
in the word. London Place is
recognized internationally as a

research centre for new develop-
ments in laser vision correction,

Cphthamologists from all over
the world have come to Londan
Flace Eye Centre for training.

wenty-cne years later, Llondon
Place can correct most vision

conditions, even stong pre-

scriptons; smply, safely, with

precision and excellent long-

term resulls. Fatients can take
advantage of an interest-free
payment plan, so if you have
been considering laser vision
correction there really are no
reasons 1o wait any longer Call
London Place Eve Centre today
to book your free consultation and
find out if you are a candidate,

n LONDON PLACE EYE CENTRE
notouchlaser.com | 604.526.20/20 | 1.800.395.7483

‘Mo Touch' laser viswon oorrechon is & registered trademark of London Place Eye Carre
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“It's really not about
whether you have
an extra $10,000 to
give to the community
or whether you have
an extra hour to do
your recycling
program”

Coro Strandberg

measurement as a useful feedback mecha-
nisin is just part of good, strategic decision-
making and planning that all organizations
should engage in. So I'm not advocating that
every business, regardless of size, should pro-
duce a triple-bottom-line report. But I am
saying that for most organizations, especially
smaller ones, there are mayhe seven, plos or
minus two, measures that very quickly tell
whether thar company is heading in the nght
direction.

BCB: Where do I ger that list of seven key
indicators?

€5: That'll cost you — two grand a day! But
seriously, it would begin by asking what
per cent of your products or services have
an environmental or social component. It
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association can link you to a global network of like-minded people.
B Business organizations

Chances are, a lot of other companies are struggling to figure out
how o make sustainability relevant to them. Contact your local
chamber of cornmerce or board of trade: they can help convene
meetings or bring in guest speakers.

B Global Reporting Initiative

GRI is a non-profit organization dedicated to standardizing ways of
measuring and reporting economic, social and emvironmental per-
formance, It is primarily for large businesses with the resources to

develop sophisticated reporting mechanisms, but the
website includes valuable resources for companies of all sizes.
globalreporting.org
B Govemment
The City of Vancouver's sustainability web page describes the
city's official position on the topic and includes helpful definitions
city:vancouver.be.ca/sustainability.

The government of Canada offers an online toolkit to help
yiou set up sustainability reporting. sustainabilihreporting.cal’l

would include engagement with community,
employee well-being...

RA: I would add voluntary urmover. 1 would
want o know why people are leaving my
company voluntarily. T would also weigh in
on the social side and ask, *Hey, to what
extent does my workforce reflect the demo-
graphics and the population of the urisdic-
tion | operate in?™

BCB: How can emploves umover be a meas-
ure of a company’s commitment po sustain-
ability?

CS: Tumover can be a measure of the degree
towhich the employees believe the companys
actions and behaviours are in line with the
stated values of the company. Itk a way of
indicating to executives whether they're walk-
ing their talk. If they're not, you're going
see employees leaving the company for ather
companies that are demonstrating higher
social and environmental integrities.

BCB: Onee we start talking about employee
satisfaction, the definidon of sustainability
gets awfully diffuse and seems to just mean
“good business.” Business schools have been
teaching good business practices for more
than a century without a newfangled term
like “sustainability.”

RA: But the responsibility of business has |
evolved. Its gone from a time when it was
primarily creatng jobs, or the owners
responsibilities to the employee and the arts
and “society,” to voday, when Fortume maga-
zine recently had a story on Wal-Mart chang-
ing the world, potentally. If business can step
up to the problems of socicty wday — climate
change chief among them - this is why we
talk about good business and the responsibility
of business tw society.

€8: The Wal-Mart story is an example of
how supply chain is becoming a huge driver
for sustainability. All these large multinational

Taronte Vancouwver
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BCBusiness November 2006 33




“'m opposed to doing sustainability
departments or committees if
they’re on the side, because they
never have teeth... When push

comes to shove, you're not going to care what this
tree hugger over here is saying”

corporations are looking into their supply
chain as a way to create efficiencies, to reduce
cost, to boost innovation and to manage rep-
utational and environmental risks.

1f you are in anyone’s supply chain — and
almost every business is in somebody else’s
supply chain — then one day you're going to
have an opportunity to respond o an RFP,
and itk going to say, “What are you doing to
34 BCBusiness MNovember 2006

that the facultics in business bring more sus-
tainable business education w them because
they know that’s where the world is moving,
and they're jazzed about it. So if you're a
small firm and you're hiring some people
right out of school, those people are going to
be educated and motivated to actually help
bring your company in thar direction.

And they’ll also be more likely to seay if
you give them a voice and allow them to help
take some leadership in the company in
terms of doing some research, going to
events, coming up with some ideas abow
how we can practically apply sustainability in
our company in a way that would be prof-
itable down the road,

€s: You could have one of these students as
an intern in your company. Some of them
have to do projects, so you can contact your
local college and say, *Are there some
students around that might want w help me
design a sustanability strawegy?”

Also, almost every industry has a wrade
association that is plugged into global net-
works, and they often have wels and resources
on their website or elsewhere that you can tap
into.

And don't overlook your chamber of
commerce — chances are there’ll be lots of
other companies who are struggling with the

demonstrate your social or environmental
commitments®™ A lawyer friend of mine, for
example, came across this in responding o a
“Telus bid. A lawyer! So we're not just talking
ahout manufacturing companies and dry-
cleaning companies.

BCB: Can we bring this back down o the
micro level again? I'm a small-business

same issues. Can the local chamber or board
of rade convene some meetings and bring
people gether and bring in some speakers
from the outside to give you some ideas?

RA: The Greater Vancouver Regional District
has a program ealled SmartSteps, which is
intended for the small- and medium-sized
enterprise. Its a program that says, “Ask
vourself some big questions: here they are.”
Tt can help get you started with small steps. IF
you've already got the composter in the
kitchen and organized a carpool, SmantSteps
can point out some more ambitious things to
be considering. And its available free, The
GVRD will put one of their businesspeople
in your company, working with you cheek-
by-jowl.

And in Vancouver, there’s a network now
of other businesses and business leaders
in this town who, in my experience, are
happy to share their experience and their
Expertise,

€s: The federal government also has a guide
on how to implement corporate social
responsibility in your erganizaton and they
have little topic boxes for small business.
That’s a handy, website-based guide.

BCB: Any closing thoughs?

~ Boyd Cohen

person, 1 sunk $60,000 of my life savings into
some little business and all these things sound
great, but where do 1 start® Do | have o
hire a consultant like you? Where are some
FESOUrces?

BC: You can start with recent business-school
gracuates. Students are actually demanding
— this happened at UVie and now at SFU -

PERRY ZAVITZ

BC: A lot of our conversation has been
focused on how can you improve your
process so that you're more sustainable in
your own business activities. But whar really
excites me is innovation and all the financial
apportunities that exist for firms that recog-
nize where the world is moving. You look ar,
for example, the green-building sector. As of
five years ago it was less than one per cent of
the development industry in North America
and now it about six per cent, which issome-
where around 520 billion worth of consoruc-
tion every year. Think of all the companies
that supply windows and roofing materials,
and subcontractors who are involved in that:
they're talking to founders and companies
about where they can innovate for sustain-
ahility and achieve profitability as a result,
recognizing where marker trends are
taking us.

RA: | think what hinds the entre conversa-
tion together is that this is becoming a new
business ethos. This is not one of these things
where you've got a few leaders, and five or
ten per cent of companies, and everyone else
is still doing the old thing. The entire play--
ing field within which all businesses operate
is changing. To survive, much less prosper,
you have o be ready to adjust to those new
rules of the game. m
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