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Is Sustainable Development Still a Relevant
Business Issue during this Economic Crisis?

By Darcy Hitchcock with Lynette Thorstensen, World

Business Council on Sustainable Development
(Geneva, Switzerland).

Darcy: Tell us a little about World Business

Council on Sustainable Development. How were

you formed and who are your members?

Lynette: WeOrehe leading dobd busness
advocacy organization on sigainable
development. WeOvebeen around for 15 ars.
We began when SD was definitely not a popular
subject for corpomations We were founded on
the back of the Rio Summit by Swiss
entrepreneur, Sephan Schmidheiny. He was
concerned that busness wasnOtloing enough
and tha it had a lot to offer. He was disturbed a
the Rio ummit that busness wasnOpresent,
wasnOengaged. He spoketo afew of hisgood
friends fellow indudrialists, and sid letOget
this thing aeated.

Darcy: So who were some of the early members
and what drew them to sustainability so early?

Lynette: Some of the very early memberswere
championsat thetime. The CEOs felt very
strongly aboutthe issue Early members
induded companies like DuPont, Western
Mining in Audralia, and IBM. Wha grikes me
is that some of the companies had received
extreme pubic criticism, ather by green
organizationsor in amore direct way. Some of
the companies that are now consdered best
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practice were some of the same companies tha
were given the hardest time imaginable a decade
or more ago.

Membership by Industry Sector

Darcy: In addition to the WBCSD, I know there
is also a US affiliate. How many affiliates do
you have around the world?

WeOveotabout 30 regiond networks They go
by diff erent names. Some use a Smilar name as
oursand ohers are partners with ather busness
organizations TheyOrevery important to our
influence. Theseregional neworks often have



more of the small to medium szed busnesses
involved, notjud the globd corpordions

Darcy: It seems your members are mostly very
large corporations. Is that true?

Lynette: The World Busness Coundl members
are dmog dl large corporations The small and
medium enterprises can be members of the

nationd/regiond groups The fact that some 200
CEOs of the worldOsargest corpaationsare our

members gives usalot of our nfluence. You
have to bea chairman or CED to bea member,
and tha level of seniority isfiercely guaded.
Also you hae to beinvited. There are
benchmarks for entry. Members mug be
produdng asudainability report and taking
active sepswith targets to reduce thar
ecological footprint. We used to say our
members represented $8 tillionin annud turn
overN but weOrenot sure the exact amourt now
with the economic downturn.

Regional Network

The WBCSD's Regional Network is an informal alliance some 55 CEQ-led business
organizations around the globe that are united by a shared commitment to providing
business leadership for sustainable development (SD) in their respective countries or
regions.
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Darcy: Tell me the main things that you do.

Lynette: 1tOgwo fold. First we assist the globd
policy process. WeOren increasingly important
player in the Kyoto negatiations At the mos
recent conference of the meeting of the parties
at Poznan, we hdd aday-long busness
conference. We dso hdd aministerial breakfast
that Ban Ki-Moon and our pesident, BjSrn
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Stigonjointly hoged. S advocacy and licy
development are central to our mssion.

President Bjorn Stigson speaking at the opening of the Global
Competitiveness Forum Jan. 25, 2009 in Riyadh

The other part is perhagps more practical. We see
ourselves as bang member-led. S we have
working committees and produe reports. We
also hare best practices anong our nembers.
We have these wondeful no-holds-barred
convasations

Darcy: I'm curious what you and your members
think about the increasing interest in ‘green,’
climate change, sustainability. Do you view it as
a real and significant progress or are we just
papering over serious problems and ‘dumbing it
down?’

The best practice companies are ones that have
positioned sustainable development at the heart
of their business strategy. So it’s not
philanthropy or not even worthy programs, it’s
not just the domain of someone at the head of
sustainable development. This has to be central
to the products and services or it’s not real.

Lynette: The best practice companies are ones
tha have postioned sugainable development at
the heart of thar busness drategy. S itOsiot
philanthropy or no even worthy programs; itOs
not jus the domain of ©meoneat the head of
sudainable development. This hasto be central
to the produds and rvices or itOsotreal. If
not, it is pgoering ove, green wash, however
you choo= to term it.



Darcy: Will you be involved with the Davos
Economic Summit coming up?

Lynette: Yes, our president is abou to head off
there. It will befascinatingto see how much the
topic of sugainable development is a pat of the
discussion. Qur role isto keep diiving the
debae, and te pat of the debate thaOstarting
with the Obama govenment in power, around
green jobsand dternate econamic thinking, a
low carbon eonamy. | hopetaking a longterm
view aboutcreating vdue will be pat of the
policies moving forward.

Scenarios ﬁ)}-‘ transition
towards a low-carbon world
in 2050 : Whars ar stake

£
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Darcy: That’s a great transition into talking
about the current economic crisis. I hate to see
so many people in pain but I also hope we stay
in this long enough to rethink a lot of things.
And my fear is that in rushing to get back to the
old boom economy, we’ll just throw stimulus at
the economy, reignite the same systems and that
the next crash will be even worse. So would you
agree with that and if so what do you see as
being the outlines of a sustainable economic
system? What policies should we put in place
and what would be signs of old thinking.

agendadtill relevant? Or are your mnds
elsewhere? Are you deling with the horrar
stories of thefall outof all of this?O

There is animpatience to see some of the people
responsble for these mistakes to move aside
and o dlow anew generation of busness
thinking to come forward.

Fully 80 percent of the CEO's felt that
sustainable development was even more
relevant than ever as a business agenda.

Lynette: ThatOsareally great question. it might
beinteresting © pant to a vote tha was taken
by our ®undl members at ourlast meeting, last
November in bhannesburg. Itwas right after
some of theword excesses; Bear Sternshad jugt
goneunde. And © we had avote of the CEOs
of thoe globd corpordionsasking, @s this
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We were delighted to see tha fully 80 percent
of the CEOO4elt that sugtainable development
was even more relevant than ever as abusness
agenda And that offered hopeand lessonsfor
moving forward. It meant taking into account
feelingsof people in the communities in which
they opeate, and taking fa more serioudy
energy €ficiency. Clearly, thaOdow hanging
fruit. You an save alot of money.

So it was very exciting o se thos leaders
saying tha. My boss condudedN heOsa Swede
and has avery direct way of speskingN QWell,
it lookslike sugainable development hasnOt
fallen off adiff.O

Thinking &ou alow carbon e&onomy, major
investments in renewables are clearly part of
that pah forward. These are hard conveasations
for our membersto have snce some are in the
renewable energy busness. Vestas, for example,
buildswind turbines. The agenda was very
robugly discussed aéoutpostioning and rot
making the same mistakes.

There was avery strong view expressed about
generationd change. 1tOsot that the yourg
leaders have dl the answers, butthere was
robug discussion éoutnot making the same
mistakes of govenance, to putin charge of
banksand nev entities the same old-boyOs
network.

If you putthe same people in place with amilar
roles, youQlge smilar processes and thinking
all over again. Thereis an impdience to se
some of the people responsble for these
mistakes to move aside and  allow anew
generation of busness thinkingto come
forward. And ower time, weOveébeen eble to



show tha having adiverse set of decision
makersN mixed gender and mixed-ethnicity
teams in managementN does produe better
results because you have awider range of
optionsand issues are pat of the discussion.

Darcy: Fascinating! What would that new
business thinking look like? Can you dive down
a little deeper?

What is the role of business in a sustainable
society? And we think that’s about consumer
choices, choice-editing.... Which ones provide
social justice, environmental health and
economic profitability?

Lynette: | think we need to move away from the
absolute dedication o diive toward quaterly
finandal results. Tha frenzy to have yourshae
price looking good gery quater and to impress
a certain kind of inancia andyst has to change
Thisis going o sound rdiculous butit would
be quite radical in some companies to have the
CEOOsndudeonePowerPoint dide abou the
busness value of sugainable development when
they go on har annud road show to investors
and market analysts. Onedidée It sounds
ridiculousbutthat would be aradical sep.
Because generaly spesking, CEDOslo not
speak aboutthat subject to market analysts and
investors

Darcy: What'’s the thinking about the financial
system and credit system? I read from
progressive economists like Mark Anielski about
credit being part of what drives a need for
growth. You need growth to pay off the debt, the
interest. Yet here in the US, the whole emphasis
has been on how to get credit flowing again.
And so have you had conversations there about
what a sustainable monetary system would look

like?

Lynette: To ome extent. The provision of credit
has to beclosly related to investment: Wha are
you provding aedit for? And the Obama
administrationis showing very postive sgns
aboutlinking any more bal-out dollars to
results. Look for driving rew paterns of
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investment. We need a discussion aoundvalue,
what is real wealth creation. ThaOsatouch
discussion o have because it raises questions
aboutlifestyles andthat linksto pesond
choices. | think thatOsa paticularly tough
discussion o have inthe US, it seems. 1tOs
dightly easier in Europe butna much.

But these are important discussionsto have. It
raises the question, What is the role of busness
in asugtaineble sodety? And we think thatOs
about conaumer choices, choice-editing, if you
like, decisionsaboutwhich kindsof prodicts
and services that are responsble and reasonable,
and of ourse, profitable. Which ones provide
sodal judice, environmental hedlth and
econorric profitability? ThaOsa diffi cult line up
butthereis alot of exciting tinking gong on
around hd.

Darcy: I think about our experience in the
developed world around this crash. Certainly,
people are losing their jobs and some their
homes. But I've done enough traveling in the
world to know that billions of people would love
to have our problems. So do your members think
a lot about how to lift up the rest of the world
out of poverty? Are they exploring notions of
social entrepreneurship, bottom of the pyramid
ideas?
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Promaoiing SMEs for
Sustainable Development

Lynette: Yes, we do. ThatOghe development
side of sugainable development. We talk about
an indusve agenda that mug indude and
engage local people or theefforts smply wonOt
work. We aren®talking about companies



swooping in and svooping out WeQreaalking
aboutlongterm, local busness engagement.

Interestingly, some of the financial ingditutions
that havenObeen o dfected bythefinandal
crisis are thos involved with microcredit. As |
undestand it, many of those locally based
microcredit inditutionsare doing oka. In fact,
theyOrageting ther loans pad back, urlike
many of the othersin the so-called developed
world!

[Regarding a post-2012 Kyoto agreement]
Business wants certainty, and business wants
this tied up by December in Copenhagen. They
don’t want an aimless, never-ending inter-
governmental process.

Darcy: I'm familiar with the Grameen Bank.
Are you referring to them and businesses like
them?

ThaOneof them butthere are many others,
for example in India, Thailand, ha have teamed
with NGOs (non govenmental organizationsg,
and in other cases, there are other large
companies continuing o fundion quie
effectively.

For example, the French yogurtcompany
Danoneg is opaating in Bangadesh. TheyOve
made a number of mistakes, which they tak
aboutquite openly. They lined upawhole
workforce of women to il doorto-doorbut
they didnOtealize that the womenOdusands
would have to beconaulted. ThereOsiso a
funny anecdote where they discovered the local
people didn®like the condstency of the yogurt
If only theyOd halocal testing and engagement!
So even though t was nutitionally sound
produd, andiond hedth produwet, the local
people didn®like howit felt in their mouths
There are fascinaing gories like that which ae
shared with our members, and we have lots of
exciting examples of wha can be done

Darcy: Do you have any other thoughts you
might like to share with our members, what
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sustainability directors should be thinking about
or doing?

Lynete: Thisisauniquetime to meke a
busness case. The UNEP, unde the direction of
Achim Steiner, is pursng the green econamy
initiative. HeO$een very quick to see busness
thinking and grategy abouthow this might
work. He said this doesnOhave to bea moment
of despair. Thisis an oppotunity to reod the
econorry, and thaOsyuite exciting o me. There
isan dtemptto turn this crisisinto an
opporunity.

Darcy: I have a colleague in government who
once told me that it was their job to formulate
good ideas so that when the crisis happened,
when that teachable moment occurred, they’d
have an opportunity to bring them forward. It
sounds like that’s what you 're saying. The crisis
creates a sense of urgency and openness to new
ideas that wasn’t there before.

Lynette: | coudnOsgree more, Darcy. And
those tha can demondrate some flexibility in
ther srategy can drive important improvanents
moving forward.

Darcy: What are your priorities for the next
year?

Lynette: Withouta doubtour
biggest priority is the ORad
to CopehagenO preess, the
find negatiation of the pog-
2012 Kyoto dimate
agreement. Tha mug beadl
tied up by Becember this
year. ThereOdeen enormous | 4

concern that we might nat

have anew international agreement to replace
Kyoto. One of our nessages is tha busness
wants certainty, and busness wants this tied up
by December in Copehagen. They donOtvant
an amless, never-ending inter-governmental
proaess. Our organization is srongly pusing
for an agresment.




Darcy: Well, hopefully with our new
administration, we can at least be a participant
in that process.

Lynette: WeOdike to see Kyoto ratified by the
US. I think thereOnormousopimismin
Europewith the nev Obama administration.
He@ quite right that the expectationson him are
enormous butthere are alot of innovdive
people paticularly in the sugainable
development community. It requires complex,
interconrected thinking. | ofen think that@ why
there are so many women in the field. 1tOshe
ability to hold 20thoughs at once, finishing off
your FhD while changing your bdderOs
nappiesdiapers. And itOgotto be about long
term thinking, which is what sudainability is dl
about

Lynette Thorstensen,
Managing DirectorN
Communications World
Budness Coundl on
Sudainable Development
Lynete has worked for
over twenty yearsin the
field of sugainable
development, in acareer
that has spanned thenon
govenment, govenment
and private sectors. She
has hdd avariety of senior
roles, mog notably as CEO of Greenpeace Australla
Director of Sodal Development and Environment in the
New South Wales Premiers Department and amost four
years as theglobd head of Sudainable Busness Practices
a Inaurance Audralia Group In her time at IAG, the
company was twice awarded Sugainability Company of
theYear by Ethical Investor Magazine, and was one of
only three Audralian companies to be recognized by
Innovest Strategic Vaue Advisors as oneof the Globd
100top sugainability companiesin theworld.

Priorto living in Switzerland, Lynette served onthe
Boards of Greenpeace Audralia Pacific and the Sydney
Community Founddion.
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Upcoming ISSP events

Webina (freeto members)

(April 15, 3pmGMT, 7am Pecific time. Onehour.)

David Boyle (UK) will talk abouthis upcoming book,

The New Economics (by David Boyle and Andrew
Simms) describes the problems and bizarre contradictions
in conventiond econonics with 'Freakonorrics style as
well as the princples of the emerging new econonics.
Register: hitp://sustainabilityprofessionds.org/upcoming-events

Workshop

(May 2009)
Ingructor: ShannakEllis, Community Environmental
Services (Portland, OR)
May 2009.Webinar's TBD

This course will showyouhow to do awaste inventory
and then build apractical plan for minimizing waste.
Topicsindude

¥ zero waste as a conaept and why it@ important
¥ howto do awaste audit
¥ common waste eliminaion strategies

¥ |leading edgestrategies’wha@® happening aroundthe
world

Register: http://sugainabilityprofessionds.org/workshops



