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Juliet Davenport OBE founded Good Energy, one of the UK’s first 100% renewable electricity suppliers, in 1999 at the age of 31, making her the first female CEO of a UK energy supplier. Stepping away as CEO in May 2021, Juliet sits on the boards of a string of companies that are helping tackle the climate crisis. She is chair of solar innovator Atrato Onsite Energy, whose flotation in November made it the first company with an all-female board to list on the London Stock Exchange. She is also the host of the successful podcast Great Green Questions and a regular speaker on climate action and sustainable business.
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Introduction

Imagine standing on a cliff edge and peering over. You can’t judge how far the drop is, or how deep the water is below. You know there are currents swirling underneath, but you can’t see them. There’s no one to guide you, or rescue you if the dive goes wrong. But you feel this strange sensation. You have to jump, but you don’t know why. Suddenly you’re falling. The rush is overwhelming, and you can barely breathe, yet all the time you have this unshakeable faith – a determined voice in your head telling you that everything is going to be okay.

For an entrepreneur, this is what your first days and months at work can feel like. There’s no welcome at the door, no meet-and-greet around the office, no induction, no laptop waiting for you on your desk. The chances are you may not even have a desk! In short, there’s no corporate support system to catch you. There’s just you, an idea, and the compulsion to drive that idea forward, regardless of what lies ahead. That’s certainly how I felt when I started my company, Good Energy, 20 years ago.

Back in 1999, Good Energy was one of the first companies to offer 100% renewable electricity to UK householders. But when I started it, renewable energy was hardly the buzzword on everyone’s lips. In fact, it was consigned to the margins while the fossil fuel industry burned brightly.

It’s hard for me to imagine it now, but back then, there was no Greta Thunberg or activists like Extinction Rebellion. David Attenborough’s Blue Planet, which so devastatingly exposed plastic pollution in our oceans, would not air on TV until 2001. There was no government talk of a carbon neutral future. Instead, there were a terrifying number of people either denying climate change outright or burying their heads in the sand, hoping something would sort itself out somehow without life radically changing – an inconvenient can to kick down the road.

I was viewed as an upstart – worse still, a female upstart – and I faced a steep learning curve. Yet two decades later, not only is the scientific evidence for climate change incontrovertible, but saving the planet has become the defining element of mainstream debate. Limiting global warming to 1.5° C – the temperature the world needs to reach to avoid the worst impacts of climate change – has now been enshrined in the historic Paris Agreement of 2015. In 2020 renewable energy generated almost half of Britain’s electricity. There’s still a long way to go, but the pace of progress is accelerating fast.

Of course, green energy is just one piece of a vast climate change jigsaw, and it happens to be the business that I’ve dedicated my life to. But thorny, intractable questions like: how can we save our planet? will require a myriad of people from all kinds of backgrounds coming up with a myriad of solutions. For entrepreneurs, whose natural instinct is to innovate, it’s an exciting time – I would go as far as to say it’s a ‘golden age’.

Because climate change is endemic in everything we do – from getting on a plane at the drop of a hat, to buying supermarket food flown in from around the world – it is such an uncomfortable problem that there’s now a pressing need to rethink every part of our lifestyle.

The Covid-19 pandemic has only magnified this: it’s shown us how interconnected we are and how vulnerable humans are to a rapidly changing environment. Through countless numbers of unnecessary deaths, it’s thrown global inequality into sharp focus and shown what seismic shocks can do to economies, countries, communities and families. And it has exposed our systemic frailty in dealing with multiple crises – health, economic, financial and climate.

All this has presented a major threat to both consumers worldwide and established corporations, but if positives are to be found, it has also shown the world an opportunity. Successive lockdowns have given us a glimpse of what permanent recovery of our global ecosystem might look like, and the potential of collective action in responding to an emergency.

In my view, business is also part of this collective action. It has a responsibility to drive change and a role to play in challenging the status quo. It’s what I set out to do when I started Good Energy. It’s what still gets me out of bed every morning, and it’s why I wanted to write this book.

The idea for The Green Start-Up was born out of a podcast I had been hosting called Great Green Questions. When I launched it in March 2021, the idea was to ask some really big questions around climate change. These are the sorts of questions I ask every day: Must I stop flying? Is becoming vegan the only way to save the planet? Can I be an environmentalist and still love cars? By exploring these topics I wanted to highlight how imperfect the road to saving the planet is, and how we don’t get it right all of the time.

While Great Green Questions focused around what we as citizens and consumers can do and think about in our daily lives, it struck me that entrepreneurs ask exactly the same kinds of questions when building a ‘green’ business – some have built a business directly around solving some of these problems, while others are incorporating green practices into their business. Whatever the goal, the process is just as imperfect.

Throughout my business career I’ve learned, often through painful trial and error, how fraught with complexity it can be when values collide with realities; how ethical conundrums you didn’t even know existed keep you awake at night; how overwhelming it can feel to navigate through a sea of false or conflicting information; and how progress is haphazard, to say the least.

The Green Start-Up is my attempt to unpick some of those conundrums and to help others starting out. From choosing the right physical space to house a business in, to deciding on your core mission, right through to how to ethically finance your business, I wanted to shine a light on the issues that eco-entrepreneurs and founders wrestle with every single day. Some may seem like small actions, like installing solar panels or switching to an ethical bank account, but incrementally and collectively these decisions have real impact. So as well as exploring some very practical solutions, underpinning each chapter is a new way of thinking about creating change in your business and the optimum time to make those changes.

Of course, it would be impossible to cover every type of business or every type of business model. Instead, I have chosen ten broad topics and provided readers with enough actionable advice to kick-start change, peppered with some blue-sky thinking to inspire further discussions.

Context is important, and so I start with an exploration of the evolution of impactful businesses and eco-entrepreneurialism and make the case for why we need to go further to save the planet. Then, I guide you through how to choose and inhabit the physical business space before moving to Chapter 3 on how to power your business. In Chapter 4 I discuss how best to think about your purpose and values, and in Chapter 5 I look at your people. The link between diversity and inclusion and better decision-making around climate change is becoming more established, so getting it right is key. Finance comes under scrutiny in Chapter 6. It’s probably the most difficult part of any business and thinking ethically adds another layer of complexity so I break it down into manageable steps. In Chapter 7 I cover the supply chain by looking at three examples of businesses revolutionising the manufacturing process. Trust me, they are truly inspirational! Then, I move on to how to market your business with the environment in mind. Transport takes centre stage in the penultimate chapter and finally I draw everything together and look at how eco-businesses can achieve wider impact and create transformational change.

This book doesn’t have to be read cover to cover, although it can be. Each chapter stands alone, and readers can dip in and out depending on what type of business you are, what stage you are at, and what budget you are working to. It recognises that everyone is on their own journey, which is why, at the end of Chapters 2–10, I have summarised information into three sections. ‘Quick wins’ are actions that don’t require too much planning or budget. ‘Moving up a gear’ is aimed at businesses wanting to move their green credentials to the next level. And lastly, ‘Going for it’ is aimed at more established businesses who are ready to take bolder decisions.

Writing The Green Start-Up has been a journey for me too. I have run one business in a unique sector, and while I’ve drawn on my own experience throughout, I’ve also sought answers from experts and entrepreneurs from a number of industries already making their mark towards a greener, cleaner future. My hope is that we can all learn from each other’s successes and failures – after all, in this brave new world, there are no easy answers.

But if you’re a climate-change optimist like me, you won’t be burying your head in the sand. You’ll have picked up this book because you’re asking: how can we challenge ourselves to be a greener, fairer, more equitable business? What can we do tomorrow, or in two, three or five years’ time to work towards our goal? Mostly, you’ll be asking: how can we build a business that contributes towards a better world for ourselves and for many future generations to come?

Juliet Davenport OBE

October 2022



Chapter 1

Sparking Change

It was in 2003 when I received an invitation from an entrepreneur called Tony Marmont to tour around his hillside eco-farm nestled in the Leicestershire countryside. At the time, I had not long since founded Good Energy. Tony had phoned with a problem and he needed a solution: how could he feed his green energy supply into the national grid?

Tony is a multimillionaire who, when I first met him, had recently sold his family-run soft drinks company. But as far back as the 1980s, he’d become acutely aware of the negative effect humans were having on the planet. Action was needed before it was too late, so he committed to using his personal fortune to change perceptions about energy. But while Tony was busy pioneering small-scale renewable power generation in his back garden, the prevailing system dominated by the large suppliers known as the ‘big six’ shut out individuals like him.

Tony’s then energy supplier, Powergen, was refusing to let him supply the grid with any of his home-built renewable energy supply. This meant he wasn’t going to receive any credit for the power he was producing above and beyond his own usage. In Powergen’s view, Tony, and others like him, couldn’t produce enough power to justify metering their output; the administration to pay them for the supply just wasn’t worth it. But while large companies couldn’t be bothered with the Tonys of this world, he was exactly the type of customer that I, and Good Energy, wanted to grow.

I’d also begun Good Energy in 1999 trying to solve a problem: how can I help save the planet by challenging the fossil fuel status quo? My solution was to place power directly into the hands of people who could collectively make a difference. From the start, Good Energy was supplying customers with clean power sourced from a handful of small renewable generators, usually medium-sized smallholders or farmers. Visiting Tony gave me further food for thought: how could we force a mechanism whereby individuals with a power supply as small as Tony’s could also feed into the national grid?

Even now my first meeting with Tony makes me smile. As I jumped off the train in Loughborough, he was waiting for me behind the wheel of an electric vehicle. But this was not a sleek ‘0-to-60 mph-in-four seconds’ Tesla – it was more like a converted milk float. ‘It’s fully electric,’ he boasted as we scooted off to his large bungalow set in around 50 acres of land.

The whole shebang was thrillingly James Bond. In one field he had fixed rotating diamond-shaped solar panels that would tilt with the direction of the sun and were used to power his home. In the garden, he’d fashioned two wind turbines, giant enough to look like they’d been built by Don Quixote, but makeshift enough to make you terrified of walking underneath them, given that they’d practically been stuck together with Sellotape and string. Plus they were incredibly noisy – not the best poster child for wind power!

‘And I’ve got a hydro-plant over in the lake,’ he announced enthusiastically, before showing off the micro turbine he’d constructed, now with water gushing through it. All this kit was rigged up to a battery bank from which he could heat and power his home, charge his car, and recharge from the mains, especially during the winter months when the solar panels would not generate as much power.

However, Tony’s pièce de résistance was yet to be revealed. ‘What is it?’ I thought. ‘A giant homemade weather balloon to harness cloud power?’ He pressed a button on a large outbuilding. ‘It’s my toy,’ he said with a childlike excitement. As the doors slowly opened, my mouth did the same. In the midst of Tony’s mecca to green energy, I watched as a massive helicopter glided majestically from its hangar on a mechanised trolley. This fossil-fuel behemoth was powerful enough to get you to the North Pole!

Listening to him reel off its top speed, its hovering capability and its fuel efficiency particulars (eight miles to the gallon), I have to admit that I was more than a little impressed. My father was a professional rally car co-driver and I grew up with high-speed engineering around me. Despite him being a very early green adopter, I completely appreciated that the petrolhead in Tony was hard to suppress.

But therein lay another question – one that Tony had already started asking: how can I power this beast with climate-friendly, commercially viable fuel? Now, at the ripe old age of 92, Tony gave up his helicopter a couple of years ago and so never got to crack that conundrum. However, in the intervening years, he did invest in a business that creates fuel from air – by sucking CO2 from the atmosphere and mixing it with hydrogen. It’s still early days for this type of technology, but one for the future, I hope.

Back then, as I came away from our meeting, Tony became my inspiration to figure out a way to work with more individual generators. I began asking: how do we get these guys with small amounts of power and treat them as customers and not power stations?

Back then, I was at the beginning of my entrepreneurial journey, yet the seed had been sown many years before. I had been a student studying atmospheric physics at Oxford University in the 1980s when I became aware of the potential devastating impact of climate change. I describe it as my ‘epiphany moment’: the spark that eventually fused together my undergraduate studies and real-world events. One afternoon, when I was reading in the library I landed on an article. It was one of those long reads with stunning photography in a Sunday supplement that asked, ‘Is climate change really happening?’ It was unputdownable.

The article drew together everything that I’d been trying to learn up until that point: all the theoretical maths and that module in thermodynamics, when I’d spend two days stuck on one page trying to figure out what the hell entropy is, anyway. Suddenly, I’d been placed at the epicentre of a potential global disaster. What’s more, I’d found a practical application for science that I could focus on and act upon: a vital mission for the future which I could dedicate myself to. The question I asked myself that day remains the same: how can I help save the planet and build a better future?

I’d travelled a particular route to becoming an entrepreneur. For starters, I was a graduate. On leaving university I’d gone to work as an intern in the European Commission helping to formulate a high-carbon charter dealing with gas and oil pipelines across Eastern Europe. There, I was exposed to the entrenched nature of the fossil fuel lobby and the limitations of centralised policy making. Both left me feeling more than a little frustrated and this led me to think about how to achieve a more direct, democratic and distributive approach to energy: I imagined a company that put people at the heart of the climate crisis solution. A few years down the line, one business partner and several roller-coaster rides later, the first iteration of Good Energy was formed – a bumpy journey but I got there in the end.

I’d already learned some hard lessons, and I was about to be faced with even more. Being a start-up, I lacked the financial backing that I needed to obtain the energy licence I needed to operate. Plus, no one at that time was interested in funding a female entrepreneur looking to deliver a green energy proposal to the market. Yet I kept going. What propelled me was an unshakeable faith in my idea – an idea that had been formed over many years and, just like Tony’s early eco-farm, an idea born from asking questions.

Today, I spend a lot of time talking to entrepreneurs across a range of industries. Many have come from different backgrounds and taken a different route into business than I did. Like me, some are graduates who have undertaken work experience before going it alone. Others haven’t climbed any corporate or organisational ladder at all. Some haven’t even gone on to further education but left school with a burning passion to execute their idea. Then, there are those who have already had an established career but, at some point, spotted a gap in the market and decided to branch out and fill it, sometimes alone or perhaps with a trusted business partner. Whoever they are, or wherever they come from, entrepreneurs have a unique talent for harnessing their passion and an unshakeable vision for what they want to create. These are not regular nine-to-five people. The entrepreneurial process is far from linear, and it’s never predictable, so these are people who can ride the peaks and troughs. They have a special knack of turning failure into opportunity, and learn quickly from their mistakes through a can-do, action-oriented attitude. It takes guts to be an entrepreneur.

Whatever the permutations of how entrepreneurial businesses come to life, what’s clear is that the number of people wanting to run one is rising. This is especially so among Gen Z – the cohort born between 1997 and 2012. According to one 2018 survey, 58% of Gen Z want to own their own business and 14% are already owners of entrepreneurial start-ups. Given that I started Good Energy when I was a spritely 31, this seems a far more exciting landscape than the one I entered into.

Perhaps this phenomenon is not so surprising. Traditional employment has never felt so uncertain – a job for life is considered a thing of the past. University tuition fees seem insurmountable to many, with no real guarantee of long-term employment at the end of a three- or four-year course. Plus the technological revolution has made starting an entrepreneurial business much more accessible. Born and raised with the internet and mobile technology, it is not only easier for twentysomethings to connect to potential marketplaces, but it has given people a degree of creative control and independence, and a greater access to information than the world has ever witnessed. Whether it’s a primary venture or a side hustle, these days anyone can learn how to build a website or an app or any other kind of platform at low cost and get started. And not everyone needs a headquarters to operate from – many start-ups draw on the do-it-yourself ethos of establishing themselves in a bedroom, or a garage, or sitting at a kitchen table.

In my mind, what connects these disparate individuals is a curious mind coupled with a creative spark. In fact, without creativity, entrepreneurialism cannot thrive. It’s all about people finding creative solutions to problems. It’s about talking to others. It’s about constant innovation. The core product or service may not be new, but the entrepreneur will always find a way to improve it, streamline it, and reinvent it for a new era. And this isn’t just any era. Today, the consumer places more expectation on a product, service and business than ever before. Why? As awareness grows of the climate emergency, buyers and users increasingly want businesses to contribute to solving the problems of people and planet. They want them to be responsible agents who don’t profit from engaging in harmful practices. And they want the brands they buy into to care about the issues they care about. This has kick-started the rise of a new type of company, called purpose-led. More of that later, but first I want to look at where entrepreneurs get their ideas from.

From conscious consumer to entrepreneur

When I look at most entrepreneurial start-ups, one thing stands out: almost all entrepreneurs who bring an idea to life have developed their product or service because they have understood life through the eyes of a consumer. In the past, this may have been a consumer who simply couldn’t find what they were looking for on the market, but didn’t care much about the material that product was made from or the provenance of its supply chain. Today, a major shift has occurred. Entrepreneurs are having to respond to a new breed of ‘conscious consumer’. In fact, it is likely that entrepreneurs will be conscious consumers themselves.

So what is a conscious consumer? Simply put, it’s a person who demands more from what they buy. They want to make ethical, environmentally friendly choices, whether it’s in grocery, fashion, or even when it comes to the pension fund they choose. The chances are that they’ve committed to buying less, but they want brands to have integrity, and for a company to be truthful and transparent about its credentials. They are probably willing to pay more for goods, but they want those goods to be of quality. And these consumers are a growing tribe: a 2021 survey by Deloitte found that one third of UK consumers now look for brands with strong sustainable and ethical practices. Meanwhile, environmental awareness has surged in the past year, with 85% now making more sustainable lifestyle choices.

But how does this translate into a business idea? To give an example, one of the modern pioneers of conscious consumerism was the late, great Anita Roddick. When she opened the doors to The Body Shop in Brighton in 1976, she was considered a rebel within the beauty industry – an industry known for its exploitation of workers from whom its raw materials were sourced, and an industry where testing on animals was commonplace. At the time, ethically sourced, cruelty-free natural products were not available on the high street and this was a gap she wanted to fill.

At its inception, The Body Shop embodied the spirit of activism and ‘fair trade’ a good 15 years before any official Fairtrade accreditation had ever come into existence. Now, that has become an easily recognisable stamp seen on many everyday goods from coffee to chocolate (and there are also many more accreditation schemes, some better than others). But back then the notion that business was part of a larger ecosystem – that should take into account the livelihoods of farmers, workers and suppliers, often in far-flung corners of the globe – was anathema. In fact, traditional companies rarely dealt directly with producers, or prioritised negotiating a fair price for goods, or even considered that lives and livelihoods were important. As for saving the planet, it was an afterthought, if it was ever a thought at all.

And there are many other fantastic examples of entrepreneurs whose companies date back to around the same time. One of my favourites is the US clothing company Patagonia, formed in California in 1973 that continues to be at the forefront of innovation today. What started in 1971 by climber Yvon Chouinard as a business selling steel pitons – the metal spikes climbers use to anchor themselves when rock climbing – has grown to be a billion-dollar clothing company. Ironically, though highly profitable, the pitons were soon abandoned by Chouinard when he noticed the damage they did to the cliff face. In the face of much resistance, he replaced the pitons with aluminium chocks that could be wedged into crevices rather than hammered in, thereby minimising damage. Since then, whatever product the company has made – from jackets to T-shirts, wetsuits to socks – its founding vision hasn’t changed: to build the best product, cause no unnecessary harm to the environment and use business to inspire and implement solutions to the environmental crisis. This has been done through endless trial and error as techniques and materials have developed alongside. It’s perhaps no surprise that Patagonia was recognised by the UN in 2019, who awarded the company its Champion of the Earth award.

What’s also unique to every entrepreneur is how they tackle finding a solution to a problem, and there will be many stories throughout this book of entrepreneurs using their specific set of skills. I come from a physics background so I used my understanding of the scientific effects of climate change on the planet to understand how technology can help harness climate-friendly solutions. Others, like the fashion entrepreneur Mart Drake-Knight, who we’ll meet later on, comes from an engineering background, and so to start his T-shirt business, Rapanui, he drew on those skills to build an operation using precision technology to produce a sustainable item of clothing. And the chances are you are starting your business because you asked the questions: why can’t I find this product or service? How can I create it? What skill can I bring to the table? And can I build this proposition to have a wider societal impact? From the outset, your business will have a higher purpose.

The evolution of purpose-led business

Over the last 60 years, markets have emerged for corporate control and the idea of maximising profit as the sole purpose of business has prevailed. Yet it is widely predicted that the days of profit alone as the marker for business success are over. Focusing solely on maximising shareholder return will, in the future, be obsolete. Business as usual is no longer possible.

Often citing the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, designed as a blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all, more businesses have already embraced a universal call to action to address the social, political and environmental challenges that we face today and begun the process of creating a sustainable company. But what does sustainability actually mean? It’s a word that gets bandied around often. It’s a word that has arguably lost meaning, or seems too passive. Where is the ‘action’ in sustainability? For simplicity, it’s a word I’m going to use throughout this book, but I want to be clear from the outset that it’s not a straightforward concept. And getting to a quality level of sustainability isn’t passive. It’s all about climate action and believing we have the agency to ‘do’ something.

According to the UN, whose sustainability goals date back to 1992 and the Rio de Janeiro summit from where they evolved, sustainability touches everything related to people and planet. In their 2015 iteration, the UN’s goals totalled 17 and they are worth repeating to show the remit. What will also become apparent throughout this book is how interconnected many of them are:

 

Goal 1: No poverty

Goal 2: Zero hunger

Goal 3: Good health and wellbeing

Goal 4: Quality education

Goal 5: Gender equality

Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation

Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy

Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth

Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure

Goal 10: Reduced inequalities

Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities

Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production

Goal 13: Climate action

Goal 14: Protection of life below water

Goal 15: Protection of life on land

Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions

Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals

 

Of course, it would be impossible, not to say grossly unfair, to place the burden of achieving any of these solely at the door of business. It’s going to take national governments and international bodies, regulators and non-governmental organisations and many, many more people to drive forward change, plus a focus on how we act as individuals. For me, what’s been encouraging is that the push towards increased responsibility has, as I’ve mentioned, been driven by consumers. It is us who are demanding that companies make a positive contribution to society. It is us who are shopping elsewhere if a brand falls short of the mark. Social media has made it far easier for people to share complaints and call out irresponsible behaviour. This pressure, combined with growing awareness around sustainability, has contributed to a shift towards purpose-led businesses.

That said, the relationship between business and purpose in itself is not new, but it has taken decades for it to filter into the mainstream. In the UK, I could cite two early examples. There was the pioneering work of Joseph Rowntree – the nineteenth-century philanthropist and chocolatier who didn’t just build a confectionery business. He also built a village in York to house people on low incomes, many of who were his employees, and he gave them access to decent homes and affordable rents. Global confectionery giant Cadbury hailed from the same roots: in 1824 John Cadbury didn’t just sell cocoa and drinking chocolate in his small Birmingham-based grocers; he went on to produce chocolate bars and his sons created the Bournville estate – a model village to give workers better living conditions. These, alongside some other entrepreneurs of the time, understood that successful business worked hand in hand with social responsibility to the extent that it did so in the community where the business was based. However, the extent to which both businesses were built on the exploitation of labour in the colonised countries they sourced raw materials from, is a subject currently being researched by Rowntree’s own philanthropic society in the wake of the Black Lives Matter protests. Meanwhile, Cadbury, whose cocoa was sourced from Portuguese colonies, has issued an apology for its part in the historic injustices of slavery. In this era ‘purpose’ was localised.

Back then, the world was less interdependent and barely industrialised in comparison to some of our technologically advanced societies. There was an awareness of population growth and environmental degradation – and some very early eco-warriors – but people or planet hardly figured. Fast-forward to the 1970s, and we hear the first mention of ‘global warming’. This, combined with a broader activism developed throughout the 1960s’ civil rights movements, paved the way for more socially minded entrepreneurs, just like Anita Roddick and Yvon Chouinard. Then, in the 1980s when rapid globalisation occurred and we witnessed the rise of big business, ‘purpose’ shifted again with the rise of what is called corporate responsibility, which we’ll come back to shortly. And today, purpose has evolved even further.

In an ideal scenario, purpose should sit at the very heart of a business and inform everything that business does. From a brand’s reason for being to the people it employs, from how it treats those people to its marketing campaigns and to the causes it aligns itself with, purpose should be the core of a sophisticated nexus of internal decision-making and external communication through the stories a brand tells its customers.

[image: image]

The kinds of purpose-led businesses springing up are also evolving. Growth in the circular economy whereby goods are shared, leased, reused, repaired, refurbished and recycled to keep existing materials and products in circulation for as long as possible, has also sparked new ideas. Ocean Bottle, for example, is a UK company that makes fully recyclable and reusable water bottles, but each purchase also pays for the collection of 1,000 ocean-bound plastic bottles before they reach the sea. Its army of local collectors in coastal communities around the world then exchange this plastic for money or goods. Its mission is to stop 7 billion plastic bottles entering the ocean by 2025.

A business may not be making a physical product, but be a digital service or tool, and that service may have been conceived of to deal directly with a sustainability issue. Take Olio, a UK food waste app. Co-founder Tessa Clarke had the idea when she was packing up her home in Switzerland to move back to the UK. She couldn’t bear the thought of throwing away any of the leftover food in her fridge, and the usual people she gave surplus food to weren’t around. That was her light-bulb moment – if only there was a tool that could link a person getting rid of food to someone willing to take it. Can I create one? What’s the market? How can I drive my idea forward?

Prior to Olio’s incorporation in 2015, Clarke teamed up with a business partner and began researching the problem of food waste. It turned out it was a societal problem. A third of the food we produce globally is thrown away, and in the UK, households are responsible for more than half of all food waste. The average family throws away £700 worth of food each year, which adds up to £12.5 billion of food going straight to landfill. A shocking statistic, yet two entrepreneurs developed a food-saving app which has now helped share more than 5 million food portions. It couldn’t have happened without mobile technology, and now Olio doesn’t just work with communities. It works with hospitality, schools, corporates and retailers, to name a few.

But let’s not get complacent. Although purpose-led companies are becoming more visible, and I’m going to be featuring some brilliant examples throughout this book, there is still a long way to go. What’s bubbling away in a start-up or a small or medium-sized business (SME) that has the advantage of being forward-thinking and agile, hasn’t yet significantly shifted the dial. Granted – large, established FTSE 100 corporates certainly have a harder job of unpicking decades of outdated practices and structures and convincing stakeholders that they have a higher reason for existing than delivering on a balance sheet. Plus, many of the national and global legal structures within which big business operates have not kept pace with this fast-changing landscape. But there is also an infuriating lack of will.

I know from experience the uphill struggle it has been for renewables to achieve any traction in the face of the multibillion-pound oil and gas extraction industries. According to one 2019 report, which brought together the work of climate experts, the 20 largest investor-owned and state-owned fossil fuel companies, including household names such as Shell, ExxonMobil, BP and Total, produced carbon fuels that emitted 35% of the global total between 1965 and 2018. Yet their willingness to shift into renewables has been glacial. The global pathway to achieving net zero – the point at which there is a balance between the amount of greenhouse gas emissions produced and the amount removed from the atmosphere – by the UK’s target of 2050 hangs perilously in the balance. The target had been set at an 80% reduction by that date, but was amended in 2019 to achieving net zero. Currently the UK government’s Climate Change Committee has highlighted that the UK is not on track to meet its goal.

Despite this, there are encouraging signs. Research in 2018 shows that 72% of companies now mention the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals in their annual corporate or sustainability report, with 61% identifying climate action as a priority. But talking the talk is not the same as walking the walk – a point that I will come back to repeatedly. Purpose has to be meaningful. It’s no longer good enough for a business to dabble in some recycling here or some renewable energy there, or sign up to a charter that calls for an end to modern-day slavery and shout about it on their website. Indeed, the goal of this book is to inspire a complete step change in thought and to embed a holistic green mindset into anyone wanting to take their first steps in creating or moving towards a sustainable business.

The limitations of corporate social responsibility

Many businesses will already be familiar with some of those first steps. As I mentioned, embedded within some may be a corporate social responsibility strategy (CSR) – a way of encouraging businesses to think about wider societal goals. This could be about the environment, inclusion and diversity, or alleviating poverty. A smaller business may not have an official strategy, but perhaps has a localised programme of ‘giving back to society’.

Again, CSR is not a new idea. It has its roots in the writings of US steel magnate Andrew Carnegie at the turn of the twentieth century, who believed that the goal of a businessperson should be ‘to do well in order to do good’.

In the UK there is no single piece of CSR legislation setting out specific obligations for businesses, but many points, such as environmental protections and human rights, are covered by a vast array of existing laws such as the Equality Act 2010 or the Climate Change Act 2008. In the UK CSR also remains voluntary – a form of business self-regulation.

While there’s no doubt that CSR forms part of the evolution to purpose-led, it has been limited in scope. It can be achieved through incorporating actual sustainable business practices or through extracurricular philanthropic initiatives, but therein lies the problem. I might run a small fashion business that sponsors a community football team and gives thousands of pounds each year to the local charities I am passionate about. In another business, CSR might be a commitment to reducing energy usage as part of a drive to be more environmentally friendly. These are all worthwhile goals but, in my view, they don’t go far enough.

Too often, a business will choose programmes that play well with their brand image and help it create efficiencies and improve its bottom line. What constitutes ‘socially responsible’ can also differ wildly from company to company. But it is the lack of joined-up thinking that is the real enemy of transformational change. CSR is still rooted in the notion of the benevolent businessperson, not as business as an agent for change. My fashion company might give philanthropically to local causes, but I might also source my material from a supplier that uses child labour to dye it. I might install solar panels on my new factory roof to meet my environmental goals, but the makers of those solar panels might be dumping silicon tetrachloride, a highly toxic by-product of polysilicon used in solar cell production, into fields or rivers somewhere on the other side of the world.

The temptation is that some businesses wanting to move towards purpose-led and a more sustainable future will simply consider repackaging their CSR strategy. Yet we have to treat sustainability not simply as an add-on. If it is our core purpose, then it must authentically inform everything we do. Its tentacles must spread throughout every part of the business. It must be the driver that creates a constant momentum. If consumers are looking to place their trust in a brand, to affirm their values and create change in their own lives and the world, then a company must stand for something and do its utmost to stick to those values. It must employ people who buy into those values and be a genuine reflection of how a company needs to evolve.

Of course, we shouldn’t pretend that any of this is easy. To live and breathe the higher values on which your company has been founded is a tricky balancing act. When it comes to attracting investment, or moving into growth, or even simply deciding how best to transform your fleet of vehicles, there will always be trade-offs. There will always be compromises you are faced with, and there will always be tough decisions that you have to make, and I’ll discuss possible ways of managing these throughout.

What is clear is that being a purpose-led company will, in the future, be the difference between getting ahead or languishing behind or even becoming obsolete – the difference between bolstering the status quo or being a genuine force for good. Simply put, purpose-led is becoming good for business.

The sustainable future

The Covid-19 pandemic has put untold stress on health and the economy. As it has added to the climate emergency and increasing levels of social inequality, there has never been more need for entrepreneurs to develop new solutions and for business to think radically about how it can adapt to help the country’s recovery. But while start-ups and purpose-driven SMEs can provide solutions, they are also going to need ongoing investment. Short-term backing will only limit businesses’ ability to deliver social and environmental impact.

What’s encouraging is that many of the businesses I talk to are already reporting that investors are looking for greater accountability and transparency around sustainability from the outset, even if the current regulatory framework is messy, outdated and, in my view, not fit for purpose.

Currently, reporting on sustainability comes under a regulatory umbrella that covers environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues. Although often interconnected, disclosure is only mandatory around certain metrics covered by existing laws and for certain sizes of businesses. For example, gender pay gap reporting is mandatory for any employer with a headcount of more than 250 employees. Meanwhile greenhouse gas reporting has been mandatory under the Companies Act 2006 for publicly listed companies since 2013.

To date, there is no one overarching piece of legislation covering all the touchpoints of ESG. That said, there is a direction of travel. At the UN’s COP26 summit in Glasgow in 2021, the British government announced a plan to make sustainability reporting mandatory for investment products. Other larger companies have already started to publish ESG reports, despite this not being a legal requirement. Why? Away from compliance, potential investors are now looking at environmental and social risk because they also have a desire to invest their money responsibly. They want facts and figures about energy consumption, supply chains and how businesses are creating efficiencies. They want to invest in companies that are passionate about building a reputation around a commitment to sustainability, though it should be noted that investors are also not going far enough either. They, too, need to dig much deeper to understand whether a company is walking the walk and not just talking the talk. They need to shift their mindset away from simply managing financial or reputation risk and start asking searching questions, not because it’s good for business, but because it’s the right thing to do. And, in my mind, companies who embrace change for the right reasons will be streaks ahead in the future.

According to a 2015 global study by Harvard University, this competitive advantage is already visible. It found that a firm’s level of commitment to purpose influenced its growth and broader success. Businesses where purpose was clearly articulated and understood were more likely to achieve more than a 10% growth between 2012 and 2015 than businesses where purpose was not well understood or communicated.

And it’s not just increased profit where the benefits of being purpose-led lie. A business’s operating costs are also affected. The point at which economics and the environment meet is when wasteful practices are designed out, creating efficiencies and cost savings so more can be spent on doing good stuff. Plus, employee churn within a business wastes money that could also be spent more positively. It is estimated that employees who believe a company has a higher purpose than just profits are 27% more likely to stay working for it. Of course, if a company values its people, then it will also work hard to listen to them and retain them.

If all this sounds daunting, then don’t worry. In the next nine chapters, I’ll guide you through the areas to concentrate on if you are making steps to be truly green at heart. If you are anything like me, you’ll feel the exhilaration of the challenge alongside the nerves. The point is to feel the fear and act anyway.

But enough of the theory, let’s get down to business . . .
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