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Greenwash

Businesses making sweeping claims about their sustainability credentials are fast coming unstuck as an increasingly well-informed public demands to know how companies are working to reduce their environmental impacts, and making it increasingly difficult for them to get away with ‘greenwash.’ The message is clear: if your statements do not stand up to scrutiny you stand every chance of being found out and exposed. And in the battle-front that is marketing yourself as a sustainable business (and accessing the many financial rewards that this has to offer) reputation is everything. 

So why is it no longer enough to state that as a business you care deeply for the environment, and make every effort to minimise your impacts? Quite simply, the tools  and knowledge now exist to allow every business to support their claims with evidence, whilst customers are better armed with the information and questions they need to ask.

It is not enough to say that you are working to reduce your carbon emissions. How? By how much, year on year? From what starting point, and towards what goal? How are you measuring, monitoring and reporting on this? Do the figures stand up to independent scrutiny? Are you collaborating with recognised and credible agencies such as the Carbon Trust, or are you buying in the services of a ‘quick fix’ offsetting company?

What about water consumption – have you carried out a simple water audit to understand what comes and what goes out. And waste? Is it really enough to say that you recycle all of your office paper when you are producing ten times as much in packaging waste which could be designed out? Where do your priorities really lie – genuine efforts or token gestures?

All of this matters to any business which wishes to present itself as sustainable, and for many businesses they no longer have the luxury of choice in this matter. Businesses in various supply chains are coming under intense pressure to produce meaningful data and reliable evidence – this is the only way the industry primes and – next on the horizon – the public sector (with an annual spend of £150 billion in the UK, how many SMEs are in that chain as first, second or even third-tier suppliers?) will be able to continue to make their own green claims with confidence. And with the environment providing such a key battleground they are quite simply not going to take the risk!
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