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Special Feature: Green Business

Is the green revolution
finally taking hold?

The businesses we have worked
with that initially scoffed at the
benefits of sustainability have
become their biggest advocates –
touting savings, increased
productivity, staff loyalty and
market-share increases.

Rachel Brown, chief executive,
Sustainable Business Network

’’
If I think too much about all of
those Chinese factories where all
the stuff in a Wal-Mart is made, I
get that woozy feeling you get
when you see ducks covered in
crude oil.

Douglas Coupland, Generation X author

’’

It’s the biggest company in the
world. With annual revenue of
US$404 billion, Wal-Mart is the
greatest temple in the American

consumer pantheon. Such is its size
and influence that only seven
countries do more business with
China than this American discount
department chain. Imagine if The
Warehouse, Farmers, Mitre 10 and
Woolworths were one great,
gargantuan firm – and multiply that
by a hundred.

But it’s the very size of this all-
American success story that’s made it
the bête noir of the sustainable
business movement. The 2005
documentary Wal-Mart: The High
Cost of Low Price hammered the
company for its shonky environ-
mental and labour practices. ‘‘If I
think too much about all of those
Chinese factories where all the stuff
in a Wal-Mart is made,’’ said
Generation X author Douglas
Coupland, ‘‘I get that woozy feeling
you get when you see ducks covered
in crude oil.’’

But the monster has been lifting its
game for some time now. On July 16,
the company issued a decree that its
100,000 suppliers must measure the
environmental cost of making their
products, so Wal-Mart can slap on an
eco-rating. That’s just its most recent
initiative. ‘‘Being a good steward of
the environment and our commun-
ities, and being an efficient and
profitable business, are not mutually
exclusive,’’ opined Wal-Mart chief
executive Lee Scott. ‘‘In fact they are
one and the same.’’

New Zealand business commen-
tator Rod Oram says the Wal-Mart
announcement has upped the ante.
‘‘It’s always a bit of a shock to say this
given public perceptions about it, but
Wal-Mart is driving good
environmental practice very hard.’’

Now if Wal-Mart can clean up its
act, then the tide really is turning –
and the ripple effect can hardly be
exaggerated.

Just a few short years ago, going
green was the game of niche
companies – think green taxis, toilet
paper, beauty and cleaning products.
But with customers increasingly
questioning the environmental
impacts of their purchases,

businesses worldwide – from the
Leviathans to the littlies – have been
compelled to ‘‘go green’’. And not just
those whose raison d’être is green
products or services; ‘‘regular’’
companies too.

In New Zealand, although there’s
still a way to go, ‘‘greening businesses
are a small but increasing vanguard,’’
says Oram. You could call this the
commercialisation of sustainability,
but going green is now part of the
business lexicon: from rethinking
product design to green-building
certifications to putting lights on
motion sensors.

Last year was a big one for
sustainable development, says New
Zealand Business Council for
Sustainable Development (NZBSD)
chief executive Peter Neilson. Part of
this, he says, is the trend towards
sustainable procurement by govern-
ment and large businesses. ‘‘That
means SMEs [small-to-medium
enterprises] need to compete on the
‘whole-of-life costs’ of their products

and services, including environmental
impacts.’’

But there is still a sense that
‘‘going green’’ is a glib line, a catch-
phrase to keep the Grey Lynn and
Aro Valley boho brigade happy.

In 2007, University of Waikato
researchers Professor Ted Zorn and
Dr Eva Collins published a paper –
Green is the New Black: Are CSR
[Corporate Social Responsibility] and
Sustainable Business Just Fads? ‘‘The
jury’s still out,’’ they said, but
‘‘sustainable businesses share a lot of
characteristics of previous
management fads’’.

Oram disagrees. The greening of
business, he says, ‘‘is a lot closer to
becoming standard practice than
many people know or realise’’.

This may surprise: the idea of
‘‘going green’’ seems an indulgence, a
middle-class game that should be
shelved until more propitious times.
When money’s tight, the glaciers can
wait. Right?

Well, no. PricewaterhouseCoopers’
late-2008 ‘‘top 1200’’ report shows top
chief executives are retaining their
sustainability focus despite recession.

That’s also true at home, Business
NZ chief executive Phil O’Reilly says.
‘‘The downturn may be deterring
some companies from their ‘move to
green’. But there’ll be many others
whose response to the economic
downturn is to view environmentally-
responsible business as a huge
opportunity.’’

The recession, argues Dr Collins, is
spurring businesses to look for ways
to tighten expenditure – and many
green initiatives do that, particularly
around energy and waste.

Sustainable Business Network
chief executive Rachel Brown has
seen membership surge 40 per cent in
the past year to more than 700
organisations across all sectors.

There’s been a broadening of
sustainability thinking, she says, from
a focus on efficiencies to a movement
that goes by the clunky tagline ‘‘eco-
effective’’. Businesses are challenged
to move beyond eco-efficiency –
turning off lights and computer
screens – to adding real value
ecologically, socially, and most
importantly, economically.

Oram has also noticed this sea

change from a piecemeal to an holistic
view of sustainability. ‘‘The
traditional approach is that it’s
something you do as an add-on
because you or your customers care
about it, and you can only afford to do
it when you’re making lots of profit.
I’ve always felt that’s very
misguided.’’

But more businesses are now
embedding sustainability into
everyday processes, Oram says.
‘‘There’s an opportunity to think more
radically about sustainability. Rather
than parking the issue, saying they’ll
get back to that when they’re more
profitable, companies are seeing good
environmental practices as an
integral part of the business, one that
increases profitability.’’

Accordingly, sustainable-business
and government websites appeal not
so much to conscience, but to the
bottom line. Says SBN’s Rachel
Brown: ‘‘Interestingly, the businesses
we have worked with that initially
scoffed at the benefits of sustain-
ability have become their biggest
advocates – touting savings,
increased productivity, and staff
loyalty and market-share increases.’’

There’s certainly an alluring
market. NZBSD research shows a
third of New Zealanders will switch to
buying products from price-
competitive, environmentally-
sustainable firms. Nick Jones &
Associates’ ‘‘Consumer Who Cares’’
research identified 726,000 NZ
‘‘trailblazers’’ in environmentally-
responsible purchasing.

Nevertheless, there remains a
certain unease about the ‘‘Green
Revolution’’; a sense that an
insincerity underlies the whole
endeavour. The term is
‘‘greenwashing’’ – buffing corporate
image with a green veneer. Paying
lip-service.

To call yourself ‘‘green’’ in New

Zealand, you can’t be a one-trick
pony; you need to provide genuine,
relevant, transparent facts across-the-
board, Brown says. ‘‘Now government
agencies and many businesses are
asking suppliers to demonstrate
sustainability action through supply
policies, you need to provide evidence
of your own sustainability action if
you want to stay competitive.’’

Consultant Kath Dewar, who
teaches sustainability marketing at
Auckland University, says it’s not
about training companies to pull the
wool over consumers’ eyes. What
companies need to put out there, says
Dewar, is authenticity, honesty,
scrutiny and demonstrable change
that tackles the impact of their core
business; not just a bit of tinkering on
the side.

Despite the existence of resources
like SBN’s sustainable products and
services website greenlist.org.nz,
research suggests a significant gap
between New Zealanders’ desire to
buy more environmentally-
responsible products, and the
information at hand. Research
company Perceptive found 56 per cent
of the 1000 New Zealanders surveyed
in May’s Attitude New Zealand
survey couldn’t think of a brand
leading the way on sustainable
thinking.
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Auckland’s port goes sustainable
All lit up: Port of Auckland’s move to greener lighting saved money and placated the neighbours.

BEFORE AFTER

SARAH LANG

The key is embedding sustainability
in day-to-day practices and choices,
like the recent purchase of a slightly
more expensive but more fuel-
efficient ute.

Wayne Thompson
Ports of Auckland CFO

Lit up at night so it can operate
24-7 and to protect goods from
light-fingered locals, the Ports
of Auckland’s 1350 floodlights

did the job but used to annoy the
neighbours. However, a 2005 lighting-
efficiency programme saw existing
beacons replaced with 650 environ-
mentally friendly, fully shielded
lights. The reduction in glare is
extraordinary (see photos) but so, too,
is the fact that a business with huge
energy and transport needs could win
a green-business award.

In June, New Zealand’s biggest
port by value of trade won the
Businesses Making a Difference
trophy at the Ministry for the
Environment’s 2009 Green Ribbon
Awards. The prize acknowledged the
POA’s environmental monitoring,
management and impact reduction.
So why would a company that has the
Auckland market pretty well

wrapped up go green across-the-
board? ‘‘Our approach is passion with
some pragmatism,’’ says chief
financial officer Wayne Thompson.
‘‘Measuring waste, and targeting
energy and fuel reduction is, if I can
be blunt, good for business and good
for the environment as well.

‘‘Sure, there’s a big capital
investment to start off with, but over
time you get it back, so it stacks up.
And if you think about the things on
the ground you’ve got control over –
like diesel usage, recycling, electricity
usage – it’s not that daunting.’’

The company’s sustainability
journey began in earnest in 2005
when, after an energy audit, it
embarked on the $900,000 lighting
upgrade, reducing lighting electricity
by about 15 per cent.

Between 2005 and 2008 overall
electricity use fell by nearly 10 per
cent for each 6-metre container
handled, partly thanks to a new ‘‘real-
time’’ monitoring system that

identifies improvement opportunities
in electricity, waste and fuel
reduction.

Last year, POA became the first
New Zealand port to instigate an
annual independent audit of
greenhouse-gas emissions. The
company has also introduced 35
hybrid diesel-electric straddle
carriers: the most environmentally
friendly fleet of any New Zealand
port. Also in 2008, despite volume
growth, POA diesel use decreased for

the first time in many years.
As well as increasing the

proportion of full truckloads, the POA
will shortly open a rail connection
between the Wiri, South Auckland,
inland port and the inner-city port –
forecast to save 100,000 across-city
truck trips a year.

On the waste-reduction front, the
firm last year introduced aluminium,
plastic and glass recycling; while
wharf-extension project the
Fergusson Reclamation has reused

dredgings from the Rangitoto
Channel.

The key is embedding sustain-
ability in day-to-day practices and
choices, says Thompson, like the
recent purchase of a slightly more
expensive but more fuel-efficient ute.

‘‘Rather than trying to do
something separate, because that has
the risk of sounding good and dying
on you, it becomes part of core
process.’’

Also crucial are in-depth measure-
ment, evaluation and up-to-date
reporting on the status quo and on
possible improvements and progress.

Thompson’s other tips? Prioritise
manageable and effectual projects, set
achievable targets, tap into staff
passion and expertise, celebrate
achievements and collaborate with
business partners.

POA is working particularly with
cargo owners, trucking companies
and freight forwarders to help
‘‘green’’ the entire supply chain.

Planting
the seed

So where does a business that
wants to head down the green
path start?

It can seem complicated and
daunting, but the best way is to
approach it as a journey, take baby
steps and use networking.

First port of call is The New Zealand
Sustainable Business Network (SBN)
(sustainable.org.nz), which is replete
with beginners’ tips on everything
from energy to waste, stationery and
the supply chain.

The SBN’s Get Sust Online
(getsustonline.org.nz) is a handy tool
to start and chart progress. The multi-
choice self-assessment takes only 20
minutes. The ensuing report assesses
where you’re at, and benchmarks your
organisation against others of a similar
size and type.

Those wanting an indepth analysis
can take the SBN’s Get Sustainable
Challenge. Experts tailor one-on-one
advice. More than 200 organisations
signed up last year. Meanwhile, the
Economic Development Ministry
launched its own tool, Envirostep (eco-
verification.med.govt.nz/envirostep),
aimed at helping time-poor SMEs
measure, manage and communicate
environmental performance.

It is misleading to suggest that
going green is easy, but what can seem
like a small gesture on its own adds up
– and gets us a little closer to the myth
of ‘‘clean green New Zealand’’, our
most potent marketing symbol.

Green good in tight housing market
KIMBERLEY VILLARI

Going green: Right
House and Hopper
Developments are
building New Zealand’s
first green street, at
Marsden Cove,
Whangarei.

The property downturn has had
a positive effect for green-
home-solutions provider Right

House, as builders look for ways to
differentiate housing developments
in a tight market.

When Right House national sales
manager Clint Jones first spoke
with the building industry about the
potential for energy-efficient homes,
he encountered resistance.

In 2008, pockets of the sector
were still performing well, and
promoting alternative methods for
energy conservation was not seen
as a priority.

‘‘The feedback I had a year ago
was, in typical builder-speak,
‘What’s the payback, mate?’ ’’

But as property sales have
slumped, builders have developed a
greater understanding of the need
to have a point of difference in the
homes they are offering, Jones says.

Homebuyers have also become
more savvy and are asking builders
and architects about ways to save
energy.

‘‘The building industry is really
lifting its game and starting to
understand it can deliver much
better products.’’

Right House advises builders and
renovators about efficient ways to
harness energy. Parent company
Meridian Energy is sponsoring the
sustainable homes category in the
2009 Registered Master Builders
House of the Year awards. Winners
will be announced in October.

Jones says Master Builders
president Brent Mettrick has
thrown out a challenge to the
industry, saying it needs to
understand that making homes
energy-efficient isn’t just
‘‘greenwash’’ any more.

‘‘I see that as quite a mood shift
from the awards we were involved
in a year earlier,’’ Jones says.

Some of the reticence from
builders has been around the extra
cost involved and homeowners’
appetite to pay a premium for Right
House-approved homes.

However, increases in energy
costs are making consumers think
differently about paying upfront to
minimise energy wastage.

‘‘A house built by Right House,
compared to an identical one next
door, may cost between 3 and 6 per

cent more to build, but it will
perform totally differently.’’

Colder weather this winter has
also galvanised interest in energy-
efficient heating solutions, leading
to the implementation of ground-
source heat pumps. These pumps,
which have been used in Europe for
some time, add 2 to 3 per cent to the
cost of building a house, but are
more efficient than standard air-to-
air heat pumps.

Green housing developments are
popping up around New Zealand as
more developers target energy-
conscious homebuyers. Right House
hopes to have 25 showhomes
around the country by the middle of
next year.

It has a $5.8 million contract to
provide credits for a 280-site
development in Cambridge, the first

stage of which should be completed
in August next year. It is also
working with Hopper Developments
to build New Zealand’s first green
street at the 700-section Marsden
Cove development in Whangarei,
where all houses in the street will
meet the environmental criteria of
Right House.

It has advised on a 600-home
subdivision in Nelson, which will be
ready at the end of the year.

And it is not all high-end
properties.

Right House is providing advice
to the Hobsonville Land Company
for the development of Auckland’s
biggest subdivision, consisting of
2700 low to middle-market intensive
housing. The first homes are
expected to be completed by June
next year.
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CREATING
OPPORTUNITIES IN
GLOBAL COMMERCE

www.maerskline.com

Being a good corporate citizen has
always been an integral part of the

way we do business in the A.P. Moller
- Maersk Group. It implies that we

believe in constant care and that we
strive to be upright, responsible and

environmentally conscious in our
activities, globally as well as locally.

To get on board visit maerskline.com
and explore your opportunities.

Maersk New Zealand Ltd
The CPO. Level 3, 12 Queen Street,

Auckland New Zealand
T 0800 MAERSK (623775)

F +64 9 359 3488
E NEZSALDIR@maersk.com

Kate Sylvester on the
road to ‘ecouture’ As an individual you’re

shuffling off to the
supermarket with your
green bags. But as a
company there’s a real
trickle-on impact,
particularly to staff.

Kate Sylvester,
fashion designer

’’

When an organic-cotton
rep came into her
Kingsland, Auckland,
office three years ago,

fashion designer Kate Sylvester
thought ordering it would simply
be ‘‘a token gesture. Why use a bit
of organic cotton when I’m part of
one of the worst [sustainable]
industries in the world?’’

Feeling overwhelmed, Sylvester
(whose three clothing lines sell at
home, in Australia, Hong Kong and
Singapore) offloaded about her
sustainability problems to friend
Maike Blackman, from sustainable
business strategy firm The
Hothouse, and gradually came to
wonder whether it was possible to
do something.

Sylvester and Blackman came
up with small changes to
implement within the 20-person
company, starting with simply
turning off unused or unnecessary
lights.

Fast forward to October 2008,
and Sylvester was taking home the
Emerging Small and Medium
Business award in the Sustainable
Business Network awards.

No, she says, going green was
not about joining a wave of
‘‘ecouture’’ or shining up the
company’s image. ‘‘I’d really
changed the way I was buying and

consuming as an individual, then I
thought ‘Hey hold on, if I’m
questioning what I buy as a
consumer, I need to be a
responsible producer as well’ .’’

Start with baby steps, suggests
Sylvester. ‘‘We set small, realistic
targets. It’s a slow, evolving self-
education process.’’

Her tour guide was doing SBN’s
Get Sustainable Challenge last
year. The company underwent an
in-depth external audit that
documented different areas of
sustainability performance. ‘‘It was
like sitting exams and getting a
report card,’’ laughs Sylvester,
who received feedback and a
framework for moving forward.

Changing to a more efficient
building-heating system, they
began switching off lights,
computers and appliances at the
wall. ‘‘It’s amazing how really little
things add up.’’ Swapping to a
sustainable energy supplier meant
the price per unit went up, but
reducing use meant no increase in
spend. They also switched to SBN-
member stationery and courier
companies.

The company’s carbon dioxide
emissions plummeted from 42
tonnes in 2007 to 29 tonnes in 2008,
according to annual measurements
by sustainability consultants The

Hothouse. And, largely via their
worm farm and careful recycling,
sorting, and reducing printing,
Sylvesters’ company cut waste in
half. Staff have bought worm
farms, buy Ecostore products for
home alongside the company order
and have set up Project Green to
brainstorm further environmental
initiatives.

‘‘As an individual you’re
shuffling off to the supermarket
with your green bags,’’ says
Sylvester, ‘‘but as a company
there’s a real trickle-on impact,
particularly to staff.’’

Despite the sustainability policy
displayed in the staffroom, in
stores and on the website,
Sylvester is the first to admit there
is still a way to go along the entire
supply chain. Her biggest chall-
enge is the expense of maintaining
100 per cent-onshore production,
especially in a recession.

But the fashion industry’s bad
rap on green issues makes it even
more important, she says, to take a
leadership role.

‘‘We can’t change completely
overnight, but we’ve begun by
tackling the basics and we’re
moving forward. You don’t go
‘that’s done’, dust your hands and
move on. It’s a journey.’’

SARAH LANG

Biodegradable plates?
Hotel gets serious
about sustainability

Bright idea: Auckland City Hotel has
replaced all its 50-watt halogen light bulbs
in its lobby with 3W LED lights.

KIMBERLEY VILLARI

Hotels with green credentials
stand to gain in a competitive
tourism market, as travellers

become more discerning about
environmental practices.

With New Zealand Hotel Council
figures showing hotel operating costs
are up 3.5 per cent nationwide to 74.5
per cent of revenue in 2008, and occu-
pancy rates are down 1.5 per cent to
69.2 per cent for the same period, one
hotel at least is finding green practice
is cutting costs and luring customers.

The four-star Auckland City Hotel
recently became one of the first hotels
in New Zealand to use the latest-
generation energy-efficient light bulbs
in its lobby. The cost of the 3-watt
LED light bulbs, which replace the
previous 50W halogen bulbs, should
be recouped in two years through
energy savings, general manager
Andy Tan says.

The hotel will gradually replace
other light bulbs with energy-efficient
ones, wherever feasible. ‘‘It’s worth
doing it. It’s about supporting and
sustaining what we do.’’

The former Hobson St Trade Hall,
built in 1912, was turned into a 135-
room hotel just over a year ago.

Energy-saving applications were
first investigated at the building-
renovation stage and have been
carried through to the hotel’s day-to-
day operations, Tan says.

Sustainable practices include using

biodegradable corn-starch bags and
bins in the hotel kitchen, offering
biodegradable plates as an option for
room service (something which
guests often comment on, particularly
those from countries where recycling
is not prominent), providing a
dedicated space for the hybrid cars of
the Green Cabs company and forming
a partnership with a bike rental firm
to offer cycle tours to guests.

Tan says eco-awareness among
travellers has increased noticeably in
the past few years and the company’s
green credentials are paying
dividends. The independent hotel was
recently voted the No 1 four-star hotel
in Auckland by travel review website
TripAdvisor.com, and received a No 1
ranking on booking site
Expedia.co.nz.

The hotel is now looking for an
eco-conscious accommodation
provider in the South Island it can
partner with to offer joint packages to
tourists.
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