1 Derek Morrison

Environmentalist

There’s an inherent contradiction in the idea of sustainable business. Why? Because nine times out of ten the interests of business, namely profit, are directly at odds with the interests of the planet. Farming organically and unintensively gives lower yields. Green energy is almost always more expensive. Buying from fairtrade certified suppliers significantly increases costs. Of course, companies are not insensitive to the popular appeal of sustainable goods, but they know that ultimately the average household cannot afford them. So they declare their commitment to sustainability (what we in the environmental movement call ‘greenwash’), knowing full well that the benefit of the concessions they make to the environment is marginal. ‘For each $100 you spend with our airline, we’ll plant a tree’; ‘Use this de-icer on your car; it uses 25 per cent less rock salt than regular de-icers’; ‘Buy a plastic shopping bag for life’. My issue with this is not that it is disingenuous, but rather that the wrong motive is informing their actions. Companies shouldn’t be asking ‘How can we make more profit from parading our sustainable credentials?’ If they truly care about the planet, they should be asking ‘How can my business help the environment?’
2 Jane Samuels

Business Analyst

Well, there are two types of sustainability: sustainable in the original and strict sense where you use resources in a way that doesn’t deplete them. But there is another sense that has gained traction in recent years and that is the idea that ‘sustainable’ applies to any business activity that is socially beneficial and worthy. Often these two definitions get mixed together or blurred, which is not necessarily a bad thing. A good example is the Same Café in Denver, a public-spirited restaurant with the philosophy that everyone deserves the chance to eat healthily regardless of their ability to pay. Instead of having a pre-priced menu, each customer of Same decides what they’re able to pay for their food: if you can afford to, you pay more; if you can’t, you pay less; and if you have no money, you can volunteer to help out at the café for an hour in exchange for your meal. The ingredients they source are fresh, local and organic, so in that sense, the business model fits the original definition of ‘sustainable’, but its real aim – to build a healthy community – goes beyond that. I think that’s a laudable aim.
3 Ellie Rickman

Economist

I think the bigger question is: Is it possible to have a sustainable business operating within a society or economic system that’s largely unsustainable? Whatever you do, there’s always some part of the chain that’s less sustainable. If you make children’s toys from recycled and eco-friendly materials and you package them for sale in recycled cardboard, that’s all well and good. But you still have to use electricity to produce them. And if you take your business international, you’re going to have to ship the toys by road and air. It’s never straightforward. But don’t get me wrong. I don’t think people should be criticized for trying. In Brighton, where I live, there’s a company that sells mushrooms grown in used coffee grounds that they collect from coffee shops. That waste, albeit organic, would otherwise have been thrown into the bin and not put to any good use at all. Small acts, as they say, can change the world.
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