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INTRODUCTION 

With rising energy prices and growing consumer demand there are increasing 
reasons for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to adopt sustainability 
strategies. Such factors have contributed to three in every five UK SMEs (60%) 
now implementing some sort of sustainable practice in their organisations, 
according to 2013 research from Lloyds TSB1. 

Reasons for adopting sustainability may vary 
from company to company but all have found that 
emphasising sustainability improves their profitability, 
generates greater loyalty and commitment from 
employees, and cements relationships with customers 
and suppliers. The Lloyds TSB survey, found that 
70% of SMEs are adopting a sustainable approach in 
order to secure new business, while 54% are becoming 
sustainable to save money. This tool aims to help SMEs 
implement sustainable business practices, whatever 
their sector. 

Critical role of the finance function 
In many SMEs, including those in the case studies 
that follow, the finance function plays a critical role in 
formulating and implementing a sustainability strategy. 
It often defines the metrics that determine the strategy’s 
goals and monitors progress. It creates the vital link 
between investment in the strategy and the commercial 
benefit that accrues. 

Finance professionals are at the heart of the data 
gathering processes that enable an organisation to 
show how well it is improving its performance around 
specific goals. Furthermore, the finance function often 
has strong ties with all departments within a business, 
so it can effectively co-ordinate the efforts of the 
company as a whole. As such it can be the guardian of 
the sustainability strategy, and can also be the 
originator of it. 

The most compelling message from our discussions 
with SMEs is that sustainability not only serves 
altruistic motives, but is also smart business because 
it can deliver higher profit — both in the short and the 
long term. A sustainable business is more efficient, has 
a more resilient business model and is therefore able to 
generate reliable cash flow. 

A learning tool 
Each element is set alongside a case study of an SME 
in the UK, US or Canada, to showcase how SMEs are 
using sustainability to benefit the environment, their 
communities, their customers and their balance sheet. 

The case studies were originally compiled in 2011 
following a survey of over 1,300 SMEs (less than 1,000 
employees) by AICPA, CIMA and the Canadian 
Institute of Chartered Accountants (CICA) – now called 
CPA Canada. Although each case study is linked to 
one element of sustainable business practices, that is not 
to suggest that it was the only element used. Reading 
the full case study and key lessons learned will explain 
how each case organisation approached its journey to 
sustainability. 

Previous page Next page



THE TEN ELEMENTS 

Strategy and planning 

1. Take a broad view of 
sustainability. 
Understand the key sustainability 
drivers, risks and opportunities for 
your organisation. As important as 
they are, remember to look beyond 
environmental issues. Finding 
innovative ways in which your 
company can be a good corporate 
citizen to the benefit of employees, 
customers and suppliers will yield 
benefits to your business. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons

2. Define in detail what 
sustainability means to your 
company. 
With a clear definition to which 
everyone in the company can refer 
and clear success measures, any efforts 
to invest in sustainability or change 
business practices will focus on the 
right goals. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons

3. Engage all stakeholders. 
Talk to customers, suppliers, investors 
and employees about sustainability, so 
that their voices can be heard in the 
debate, and the strategy you develop 
will be able to address all of their needs.
Include them and get as much of their 
weight behind the strategy as possible. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons

 

Execution and alignment 

4. Remember that you are 
not alone. 
National, international and industry-
wide initiatives exist that help businesses 
become more sustainable. Engage 
with these organisations, tap into their 
knowledge and experience. This way, 
implementing a sustainability strategy 
will be quicker and easier. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons

5. Establish responsibility and 
communicate widely. 
The delivery of any strategy is 
more successful if an organisation 
knows who is in charge of it. Have 
senior management drive the policy, 
appoint sustainability champions 
and communicate the importance 
of sustainability to every level of the 
company. 

Read the key lessons
Read the case study

6. Take it step by step. 
Becoming more sustainable is usually 
a process of evolution, not revolution. 
By making small changes now a 
company can affect significant 
change in the future. 

Read the key lessons
Read the case study

7. Walk the talk. 
Any company can talk about being more 
sustainable, but if it does not back up its 
words with meaningful actions its claims 
will quickly be seen through. Customers 
and investors are wise to greenwashing, 
so never make the mistake of seeing 
sustainability as a marketing exercise. 

Read the key lessons
Read the case study

Performance and reporting 

8. Tie sustainability to profit. 
Becoming more sustainable often means 
being more efficient. Resource efficiency, 
for instance, benefits the environment 
and reduces the cost of running a 
business. Make the link between 
consuming less water and electricity, 
or producing less waste, and improving 
profits clear within your business. 

Read case study a

Read case study b 
Read the key lessons b 

Read the key lessons a

9. Measure, monitor and review. 
Tracking progress towards the goals 
of a sustainability strategy is vital in 
justifying it to management, and in fully 
understanding the commercial benefit 
it brings. Develop clear metrics, review 
them regularly and whether progress 
is fast or slow, keep setting realistic, 
attainable targets. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons

10. Invest in the future. 
Investing in sustainability does not 
always require huge capital expenditure. 
Many SMEs say the biggest investment 
is management time. 

Read the case study
Read the key lessons
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1. Take a broad view of sustainability

INCLUDING HUMAN FACTORS 
IN SUSTAINABILITY ACTIVITY 
Artopex 

One company that has responded quickly to the building momentum behind 
sustainability is Canadian company Artopex, which has been a provider of 
high quality office furniture for over 30 years and is consistently rated as one 
of the country’s best-managed organisations. 

“If we want to do business we must be involved in all aspects of sustainability. The large manufacturers 
in our industry in North America are very well engaged with sustainability and there is pressure from the 
market to be more active. There is pressure from our customers, driven by the architects and designers who 
influence the decisions our customers make,” says Jean Barbeau, a product specialist at Artopex, who 
is responsible for the company’s sustainability initiative. 

Read the key lessons

T HE TEN ELEMENTS
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2. Define in detail what sustainability means to your company 

CLEAR TARGETS HELP 
SUSTAINABILITY TAKE OFF 
Aéroports de Montréal (ADM) 

Aéroports de Montréal (ADM), is a not-for-profit organisation responsible for 
the management, operation and development of Montréal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
and Montréal-Mirabel international airports. It is among the operators making a 
committed effort to balance business objectives with the sustainability agenda. 

ADM states its missions as a combination of three goals: provide efficient, safe and secure 
airport services that are consistent with the needs of the community; foster economic 
development in the Montréal area; and coexist in harmony with the surrounding environment, 
particularly in matters of environmental protection. 

“ADM aims to become an airport manager ranking among the best in the world, and to reach that goal 
requires that we adopt a sustainable vision and put in place sustainable practices. The triggers for our 
strategy are the strategic opportunity to develop and grow our airports, the potential for cost savings and 
the increased willingness of the industry in recent years to take a more sustainable approach, particularly 
by reducing greenhouse gas emissions,” says Philippe Rainville CPA, CA, VP Finance and 
Administration at ADM. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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3. Engage all stakeholders 

ENGAGING EMPLOYEES 
IN A HOLISTIC APPROACH 
Cirtronics 

Contract manufacturing company Cirtronics forms close partnerships with its 
customers, acting as an extension of the client organisation. The value system 
that is core to the company sees employees’ contribution to the business based 
on their individual strengths rather than traditional job roles, often forming cross-
functional teams to best meet their customers’ needs. 

The company’s unusual approach to harnessing the best from its workforce reflects its focus on 
engaging employees in the business. It has, for instance, transitioned 39% of the company since 
2002 into an employee stock ownership (ESOP) programme, thereby making the employees the 
owners of the business. Owner and president Gerardine Ferlins took this decision as part of her 
belief that the strength of the company is in its people, their commitment, sense of community, 
and desire to serve and continuously improve.

 “We have a lot of environmental efforts, such as recycling, improving our packaging and minimising our 
energy usage, but sustainability is much broader than that. For us, it is a holistic approach,” says George 
Mandragouras, an experienced public accountant who is CFO of Cirtronics. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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4. Remember that you are not alone

LOCAL COLLABORATION 
ON RESOURCE EFFICIENCY 
UKOS plc 

Jerry Young, ACMA, Finance Director of stationery and office equipment supplier 
UKOS plc and member of CIMA explains how local collaboration helped 
improve the company’s approach to sustainability. 

“We started our sustainability strategy because a few years ago I joined the Hertfordshire Resource 
Efficiency Club to see if there were ways we could save on resources like gas and electricity. From that came 
ideas about corporate social responsibility and we realised that we could differentiate ourselves from our 
competitors by being more environmentally friendly,” says Jerry. 

“We produced a business systems manual that details how each person and each department should do their 
job. This helps us to manage employees and measure their performance. It also meant we could apply for 
ISO 9001 and other accreditations. We realised that a sustainability strategy could make us very different 
to our competitors, save us money and give our customers good reasons to buy from us.” 

The initiative has resulted in practical steps, such as the Box4Life project, in which reusable, 
corrugated propylene boxes replace disposable cardboard boxes. UKOS previously delivered 
around 70,000 cardboard boxes every year, but has made major savings on packaging 
materials. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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5. Establish responsibility and communicate widely

PUTTING A NAME ON 
SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT 
Billington Structures 

UK-based Billington Structures make structural steel for the construction industry. 
The business must meet ever more stringent criteria for environmental performance 
and meeting defined standards for sustainability and attaining appropriate 
accreditation make good business sense. 

Billington’s approach to sustainability is formalised. For instance, it employs an environmental 
manager to oversee the certain elements of its sustainability strategy. The company has also 
made efforts to ensure that the message about sustainability permeates the entire business. The 
involvement of the finance function has been central to its strategy from the start but largely 
because of the personal engagement of with sustainability Finance Director, Peter Hart. 

Billington sought ISO 14001 certification, and became the first business in the industry to adopt 
the ISO 9001 quality standard. They also evaluated their business against the sustainability 
charter laid out by the British Constructional Steelwork Association. In adopting the standards 
of the charter, Billington wanted to be a good corporate citizen and build the confidence of its 
clients. 

Hart explains, “I wear the sustainability badge within the company, but it could equally sit here in finance 
or with production, personnel or any other department. Sustainability is not something that is laid on top of 
the business. It does not have to be a separate issue. It is just part of being a good business.” 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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6. Take it step by step

SMALL STEPS MAKE 
A BIG DIFFERENCE 
Rainbow Nightfreight 

UK based commercial freight network Rainbow Nightfreight operates in a sector 
that has no choice but to create carbon emissions by burning fuel and delivering 
goods that require packaging materials. It has taken a step-by-step approach to 
implementing sustainability. 

“The initial impetus came from my involvement in promoting the company’s new website, especially the 
CSR pages.” says Rob Smith, ACMA, Finance Manager at Rainbow Nightfreight and CIMA 
member. He goes on to explain, “The business model is more environmentally friendly and, therefore, 
more sustainable, but we also do what we can from an efficiency and emissions perspective. For instance, we 
have defensive driver training programmes, which focus on anticipating dangerous situations and driving 
more safely, but also cover issues like fuel efficiency, minimal brake wear and optimal tyre pressure, as well 
as looking at efficient planning for each individual journey.” 

At the time of writing the company also had future plans to take environmental considerations 
into account when it is due to consider vehicle replacement. “We could go for electric or hybrid 
vehicles, and may go beyond what is required by environmental legislation,” comments Smith. “We have 
also consciously looked at the packaging side and researched different designs. The customers are responsible 
for providing the packaging of the goods we deliver, but we may bolster that where necessary. We can 
recommend transit packaging to customers to protect their goods, and when we do we must look at resource 
efficiency and take green issues into account.” 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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7. Walk the talk

TALKING THE TALK AND 
WALKING THE WALK 
Zions Bancorporation 

Every industry can engage with the sustainability agenda and financial services 
is no exception. Some banks have seized the opportunity to position themselves 
as ‘green’, focusing particularly on the environmental aspects of sustainability. 
They offer, for instance, paperless accounts that are run entirely over the Internet. 
Others, however, have gone a step further. 

Zions Bancorporation, which comprises numerous affiliate banks across many western US 
states, is putting its capital behind sustainability by launching a division dedicated to funding 
residential, business or even small utility-scale energy projects that relate to both renewable 
energy generation and modifications that improve energy efficiency in homes or businesses. 

“This is not about attaching ourselves to the green message in a contrived way. It is not following a fad. All 
the loans we make are commercially viable. The bottom line is that these loans make economic sense for the 
bank” explains Craig Robb, CPA, Managing Director of Zions Energy Link. 

Its lending team is looking for financing opportunities that will access loan guarantees worth 
billions of dollars from the Department of Energy and Department of Agriculture, and other 
government-backed programmes. There has been a lot of interest and tangible projects are 
already in place. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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8a. Tie sustainability to profit 

ZERO-WASTE 
ON THE MENU 
Rocky Mountain Flatbread 

To help shape its business Canadian pizza business Rocky Mountain Flatbread 
brought in a Red Seal chef, Oliver Zulauf, as a partner to create and standardise 
the menu and set high service standards to ensure that the business had a 
commercially viable platform. 

From there, the goal was to integrate sustainable practices into every part of the business model. 
It created a zero waste menu, for example, and every meal served is carbon neutral as the 
company limits its emissions and buys carbon credits to offset what remains. 

It aims for constant improvement to its products, but has a simple approach to metrics. The 
company tracks its carbon footprint and makes a conscious effort to reduce it every year. It also 
keeps a close watch on the number of community projects with which it engages, aiming to 
increase this number every year. 

“Sustainability and profitability are parts of the same approach. People are less tolerant of companies that 
are just out to maximise profit. They are increasingly looking for companies that want to make the planet a 
better place.” says Suzanne Fielden, co-founder of Rocky Mountain Flatbread. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons
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8b. Tie sustainability to profit 

THE INGREDIENT FOR 
GOOD BUSINESS 
Ecological Fibers, Inc. 

For those who believe sustainability is a new concept in business, it is time to think 
again. Some successful companies have been founded on ecologically sound 
principles for decades, and their experience holds valuable lessons about the 
growing importance of sustainability as an essential ingredient of good business. 

Ecological Fibers, Inc. is a materials distributor to the book industry. In 1979, it acquired a 
coating facility in Rhode Island, which was the springboard for its expansion into the global 
marketplace, and it has since become a leading producer of luxury coated coverings for books, 
stationery, security documents and luxury packaging. 

Under their trade name Rainbow®, they provide environmentally sound coverings that are 
manufactured not only respecting the environment, but also prioritizing the wellbeing of its 
workforce. 

“Our ecological policy was done for its own reasons, but it does win customers and generate sales, so it drives 
profits,” says Eric Buchholz, CPA, CFO of Ecological Fibers. “Sustainability pervades everything we do.” 

Read the full case study 

Read the key lessons 
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9. Measure, monitor and review

METRICS FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY SUCCESS 
Aéroports de Montréal (ADM) 

Aéroports de Montréal (ADM), is a not-for-profit organisation responsible for the 
management, operation and development of Montréal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau and 
Montréal-Mirabel international airports. 

“Our goals and targets have been adopted as part of the ISO 14001 environmental certification. ADM has 
been certified since 2000, but meeting these goals means having a continuous improvement approach,” says 
Philippe Rainville CPA, CA, VP of Finance and Administration at ADM. 

ADM has defined a number of metrics to chart its environmental performance, including 
energy consumption, rate of waste recycling, greenhouse gas emissions, and the number of 
employees using alternative modes of transportation. But environmental parameters are not the 
only indicators it tracks. There is a strong focus on human resources indicators, including staff 
training levels, turnover rate and absenteeism. 

“Sustainable development must be seen not as an expense but as an investment. In drafting the sustainable 
development policy, finance is involved throughout. As with all entities in the organisation, finance must be 
involved directly in the sustainable development approach,” remarks Rainville. 

Read the full case study

Read the key lessons

T HE TEN ELEMENTS



10. Invest in the future 

PASSIONATE PEOPLE CAN 
MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE 
Artopex 

One company that has responded quickly to the building momentum behind 
sustainability is Canadian company Artopex. 

Jean Barbeau, a product specialist at Artopex responsible for the company’s sustainability 
initiative, explains that, although there have been some specific financial investments, the 
investment Artopex has made has mainly been in the form of senior management time. “There 
is some investment of money, and a lot of investment of time for meetings and defining projects. But the 
savings pay back all of this investment,” says Barbeau. 

The company’s sharper focus on sustainability is maintained through the management 
committee, which brings together 12 senior people in the organisation. They represent different 
facets of the company, including human resources, marketing and manufacturing. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS
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1. Take a broad view of sustainability

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Engage outside expertise to ensure the company considers every aspect of 
sustainability, not just environmental issues. 

􀁳 Open discussions with all stakeholders, including customers and suppliers. 

􀁳 Be willing to share information with stakeholders to come up with innovative 
solutions to reduce emissions and increase efficiency. 

􀁳 Build on the activities in which your company is already involved that can 
have more traction in the arena of sustainability. 

􀁳 Invest time and capital in technology and processes that deliver both 
commercial benefit and sustainability gains. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



2. Define in detail what sustainability means to your company 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Embrace industry-wide initiatives and engage with peer organisations to 
achieve sustainable goals. 

􀁳 Share best practices with organisations that face the same challenges in 
regard to sustainability. 

􀁳 Engage all stakeholders in your drive to improve sustainability, including 
suppliers and customers. 

􀁳 Remember that improving sustainability is an ongoing process, not a 
one-off effort. 

􀁳 Open clear lines of communication to engage the commitment of 
employees throughout the organisation. 

􀁳 Remember that engagement of employees starts with the commitment of 
senior management. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



3. Engage all stakeholders 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Engage employees by giving them ownership of the company and a direct 
role in defining sustainable activities like charitable giving. 

􀁳 Keep a long-term perspective on the balance between sustainability and 
profitability. 

􀁳 Trust that sustainable business practices are bringing benefit to the 
company, even if those benefits are intangible and hard to measure. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



4. Remember that you are not alone 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Get involved in community or industry initiatives to kickstart a sustainability 
drive. 

􀁳 Codify practical measures for sustainability in a document that everyone 
in the organisation can access and understand, like UKOS plc’s business 
systems manual. 

􀁳 Put in place metrics to measure the performance of employees and the 
organisation as a whole on sustainability. 

􀁳 Look for ways in which sustainability can reduce costs, rather than 
increasing costs. 

􀁳 Work with your customers to finds ways in which buying patterns and 
upply practices can become more resource-efficient. s

􀁳 Invest time at management level and get the finance function to lead on 
sustainability. 

􀁳 Build a sustainable strategy that has a long-term perspective. 

􀁳 Set clear, realistic targets and share information about progress throughout 
the organisation. 

􀁳 Appoint ‘green champions’ to embed sustainability in the organisation. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS
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5. Establish responsibility and communicate widely 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Look at industry-wide initiatives to build on the knowledge of other 
companies and industry associations. 

􀁳 Map official accreditation for environmental management and sustainable 
process quality to your own business processes. 

􀁳 Consider sustainability not only within your own company, but across your
network of suppliers. 

 

􀁳 View sustainability in a wider context, not just in terms of environmental 
issues. 

􀁳 Clearly define who has responsibility for sustainability within the 
organisation. 

􀁳 Remember that sustainability should be a core element in being a good 
business, not merely an add-on. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



6. Take it step by step 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Identify and build on the elements of your existing business model that 
promote sustainable activities and practices. 

􀁳 Make clear links between sustainability and efficiency, and between 
efficiency and cost savings. 

􀁳 Keep up with the latest research on how to improve sustainability in key 
areas of a business, such as fuel efficiency and the reduction of packaging
materials, and apply those lessons in practical ways. 

 

􀁳 Devise appropriate metrics and monitor performance on key parameters, 
like fuel efficiency. 

􀁳 Set realistic goals for performance improvement. 

􀁳 Involve environmental experts in the design of new capital projects. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



7. Walk the talk 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Assess the benefits of sustainability projects from a long-term perspective. 

􀁳 Engage senior management in defining a sustainability strategy that looks 
beyond the next quarter’s financial results. 

􀁳 Make small changes that build up to make a huge difference to efficiency 
over time. 

􀁳 Lead by example, engaging customers, partners and suppliers in your 
journey towards becoming a more sustainable business. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



8a. Tie sustainability to profit 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Identify how everything you use or create in your business, even waste,
might be turned into a value-added product. 

 

􀁳 Consider how sustainable business practices can not only increase 
efficiency, but also differentiate your company from its competitors. 

􀁳 Network with local organisations that share sustainable goals to pool 
knowledge and co-ordinate effort. 

􀁳 Recognise the power of small improvements in sustainability and how they 
add up over time to create major change. 

􀁳 Believe that small businesses have the power to set the agenda for 
sustainability and change the behaviour of large corporations and whole 
industries. 

􀁳 Consider how sustainable principles can motivate your workforce and make 
them proud to work for your company. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



8b. Tie sustainability to profit 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Keep in step with the ecological initiatives that your customers and/or 
suppliers may undertake. 

􀁳 Look at innovative interpretations of the term ‘recycling’, including the use of 
material as a source of biomass fuel. 

􀁳 Call in external consultants to give an objective view on how your company 
can adopt more sustainable practices. 

􀁳 Look at the sustainable credentials of energy suppliers and choose one that
has better ecological oversight. 

 

􀁳 Have the courage to make sustainable principles the cornerstone of your 
business. 

Read the case study 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS



9. Measure, monitor and review 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Embrace industry-wide initiatives and engage with peer organisations to 
achieve sustainable goals. 

􀁳 Share best practices with organisations that face the same challenges in 
regard to sustainability. 

􀁳 Engage all stakeholders in your drive to improve sustainability, including
suppliers and customers. 

 

􀁳 Remember that improving sustainability is an ongoing process, not a one-
off effort. 

􀁳 Open clear lines of communication to engage the commitment of 
employees throughout the organisation. 

􀁳 Remember that engagement of employees starts with the commitment of
senior management. 
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10. Invest in the future 

KEY LESSONS 

􀁳 Engage outside expertise to ensure the company considers every aspect of 
sustainability, not just environmental issues. 

􀁳 Open discussions with all stakeholders, including customers and suppliers. 

􀁳 Be willing to share information with stakeholders to come up with innovative 
solutions to reduce emissions and increase efficiency. 

􀁳 Build on the activities in which your company is already involved that can 
have more traction in the arena of sustainability. 

􀁳 Invest time and capital in technology and processes that deliver both 
commercial benefit and sustainability gains. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS

Read the case study



1. Take a broad view of sustainability 

HEEDING THE CALL OF CUSTOMERS 
Artopex 

When an industry makes a concerted effort to improve sustainable business 
practices it is often in response to the changing demands of customers. 
When such a shift occurs, no business can afford to be left behind. 

Sustainability is increasingly a factor in customers’ 
purchasing decisions, whether those customers are end 
users, dealers or other companies contracting services. 
This trend is only likely to strengthen, so when 
competitors look at environmental issues and corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) to satisfy customers, there is 
no time to lose. 

One company that has responded quickly to the 
building momentum behind sustainability is Canadian 
company Artopex, which has been a provider of 
high quality office furniture for over 30 years and is 
consistently rated as one of the country’s best-managed 
organisations. 

“If we want to do business we must be involved in all aspects 
of sustainability. The large manufacturers in our industry 
in North America are very well engaged with sustainability 
and there is pressure from the market to be more active. There 
is pressure from our customers, driven by the architects and 
designers who influence the decisions our customers make,” 
says Jean Barbeau, a product specialist at Artopex, who 
is responsible for the company’s sustainability initiative. 

Artopex took a decision to make sustainability a 
priority, beginning with a plan to reduce its carbon 
footprint. It began by looking at the industry standards 
for emissions in the manufacture of office furniture, but 
soon began to view sustainability in a much broader 
context. 

“We hired a consultant to help us understand what 
sustainability was. Then we took a year to devise our plan, 
which was launched in autumn 2009, to put in place 
measures to track indicators like energy and water use,” 
comments Barbeau. 

“So far, we have integrated sustainability into our sales 
presentations and training materials, as education is an 
important part of our strategy. We have opened discussions 
with all of our stakeholders including the dealers that are our 
customers and also our suppliers, with which we can act as 
a partner in testing new materials or new ways to transport 
goods. For instance, we met with transport companies and 
said that we wanted improvements on emissions, and they 
showed us their ideas. Those discussions, and the sharing of 
information, are big changes,” he adds. 

The project has resulted in changes in product design, 
choice of materials, transport and logistics to reduce 
emissions and improve efficiency. Having acted quickly 
on environmental issues, one of the key lessons to 
emerge from the engagement of an external consultant 
is that a sustainable business must also look to be a 
good employer and a good corporate citizen. 

Social involvement 
“Other important ingredients are sponsorship and social 
involvement. We became more sensitive to those things. We 
were already doing great things for the local community, but 
we started to pin it down and focus on it more. We were 
sponsoring hospitals and organisations in healthcare, such 
as hospices for the terminally ill, so we made a decision to 
deliberately focus on health,” says Barbeau. 

“We became more conscious of the impact of the money we 
invest in the community and that creates momentum. People 
are very positive about it. The more we share the better we 
become,” he adds. 

T HE TEN ELEMENTS Next page



1. Take a broad view of sustainability 

The company’s sharper focus on sustainability is 
maintained through the management committee, 
which brings together 12 senior people in the 
organisation. They represent different facets of the 
company, including human resources, marketing and 
manufacturing. 

Finance is represented on the committee by the 
company’s president, who works with the VP of 
Production to define and track the appropriate metrics 
to ensure Artopex is improving its environmental and 
sustainable credentials. 

Among the most important metrics are energy and 
water usage, the number of accidents in its production 
facilities, paper consumption, production waste and the 
use of recycled materials. 

Clearly, some of these measures target environmental 
goals such as emissions reduction, but they also focus 
on human factors. The wellbeing of the workforce, and 
the community in which it operates, are central to the 
company’s plan. In part, the metrics are defined by the 
requirements for ISO 14001 accreditation, which pays 
particular focus to recycling and waste. Yet there is 
clearly a broader focus. 

Artopex is once again turning to external consultants 
to engage in training from the bottom up to educate the 
workforce in sustainable business practices and CSR. 
So far, the investment Artopex has made has mainly 
been in the form of senior management time, although 
there have been some specific financial investments. 
It has, for instance, changed all light bulbs to more 
energy efficient alternatives, which has resulted in a 
16% saving on energy use. 

“There is some investment of money, and a lot of investment 
of time for meetings and defining projects. But the savings pay 
back all of this investment,” notes Barbeau. 

The guiding principle of the company’s sustainability 
drive is commercial advantage. “One of our main 
statements in our sustainability plan is about being a ‘human’ 
company that thinks about its employees and about the 
community. The other is eco-technology. 

We have invested over $7m in new, more efficient production 
equipment in three years. The motive was to be more 
productive and competitive against imports from Asia, but 
it also helps us to be more sustainable. It was an economic 
decision that helps with sustainability,” remarks Barbeau. 

“We have integrated sustainability into our daily decisions. 
At this point what we do on sustainability is not only about 
the environment and social responsibility, but also about 
profit. We always do things that have a profit at the end, 
even when it is sometimes hard to measure.” 

Read the key lessons
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2. Define in detail what sustainability means to your company 

A FLYING START FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
Aéroports de Montréal (ADM) 

The aviation industry is under the microscope for its impact on the environment,
but while the focus has largely been on the fuel consumption of airlines, 
airports are also making a bid to improve efficiency and reduce resource 
consumption to improve the sustainable profile of the industry as a whole. 

 

Among the industries that have been most heavily 
criticised for their emissions of greenhouse gases, 
the aviation sector is one of the most prominent. It 
has also been among the most responsive to issues of 
sustainability. In fact, aviation accounts for only 2% of 
global CO2 emissions, but the industry is nevertheless 
committed to improving technology and operational 
processes to increase efficiency and reduce its 
environmental impact. 

Airlines and aircraft manufactures have made efforts 
to improve fuel efficiency — and in the process 
have exemplified how cost savings and improved 
sustainability go hand-in-hand. Airports, too, have 
embraced the message about sustainability in all its 
forms. 

Aéroports de Montréal (ADM), a not-for-profit 
organisation responsible for the management, 
operation and development of Montréal-Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau and Montréal- Mirabel international airports, 
is among the operators making a committed effort 
to balance business objectives with the sustainable 
agenda. ADM states its missions as a combination 
of three goals: provide efficient, safe and secure 
airport services that are consistent with the needs 
of the community; foster economic development in 
the Montréal area; and coexist in harmony with the 
surrounding environment, particularly in matters of 
environmental protection. 

“ADM aims to become an airport manager ranking among the 
best in the world, and to reach that goal requires that we adopt 
a sustainable vision and put in place sustainable practices. 
The triggers for our strategy are the strategic opportunity to 

develop and grow our airports, the potential for cost savings 
and the increased willingness of the industry in recent years 
to take a more sustainable approach, particularly by reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions,” says Philippe Rainville, CPA, 
CA, VP Finance and Administration at ADM. 

ADM joined the global aviation industry’s 
Commitment to Action on Climate Change, and has 
adopted a clear corporate objective on sustainable 
development. Its policy brings all of ADM’s many 
initiatives under the same umbrella and extends 
sustainability beyond environmental issues. 

Environmental certification 
“Our goals and targets have been adopted as part of the 
ISO 14001 environmental certification. ADM has been 
certified since 2000, but meeting these goals means having a 
continuous improvement approach,” says Rainville. 

“Sustainable development must be seen not as an expense but 
as an investment. In drafting the sustainable development 
policy, finance is involved throughout. As with all entities 
in the organisation, finance must be involved directly in the 
sustainable development approach,” remarks Rainville. 

ADM has defined a number of metrics to chart 
its environmental performance, including energy 
consumption, rate of waste recycling, greenhouse 
gas emissions, and the number of employees using 
alternative modes of transportation. But environmental 
parameters are not the only indicators it tracks. There is 
a strong focus on human resources indicators, including 
staff training levels, turnover rate and absenteeism. 
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2. Define in detail what sustainability means to your company 

Nevertheless, environmental considerations have a 
high profile, partly because that is the area in which 
ADM’s customers express the most interest. ADM has 
reduced its energy consumption with various projects 
such as the installation of motorized “smart” blinds 
that automatically open and close to maintain an 
optimal level of natural light in the terminal building, 
and the replacement of sliding doors with revolving 
doors which reduces the need for heating and air 
conditioning. 

Its most notable success, however, has been the 
development of a high-performance thermal plant, 
which has been designed to recover energy. It 
consumes different kinds of energy, prioritizing 
electricity, then natural gas and then fuel oil. “The 
thermal plant at Montréal–Trudeau airport, commissioned 
in 2003, is an energy efficiency showcase. ADM engineers 
developed and applied innovative concepts for the new plant, 
which won recognition awards from key energy efficiency 
organisations. The new thermal plant achieved 70% energy 
efficiency improvement over the old one,” says Rainville. In 
2010, ADM became the first airport authority to sell 
carbon credits on the voluntary market, representing 
24,205 tons of CO2 equivalent. “The sale of carbon 
credits is a tangible and material demonstration of the efforts 
undertaken in the last few years to reduce our emissions,” he 
adds. 

The savings and efficiencies such projects have brought 
to ADM have inspired the company to extend the 
scope of its sustainability drive to cover every aspect of 
its current operations and its future development plans. 
The next item on the agenda is to acquire a fleet of 
energy-efficient vehicles. Some 20 vehicles are already 
being converted to use propane gas instead of petrol. 
ADM has also participated in a trial to test hydrogen 
technologies including fuel cells to power vehicles at 
Montréal-Trudeau. 

“The three focuses of sustainable development are not 
necessarily opposed but are complementary. For example, 
energy efficiency measures have resulted in cost-reduction 
measures. The use of electric rather than gas boilers outside 
peak hours reduces emissions because of Québec’s hydroelectric 
network, and reduces energy costs.” 

For Rainville, the success of any sustainability drive 
requires commitment from senior management, who 
must grasp the importance of the issue now to ensure it 
is engrained in the business in the future. 

“Sustainable development is important for our employees 
— they see it as a necessity. For the future, environmental 
priorities remain, but there is growing concern over social 
issues. ADM has made some good progress but sustainable 
development is an ongoing journey that requires the co-
operation of all players,”  he says. 

Read the key lessons
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3. Engage all stakeholders 

DOING THE RIGHT THING 
Cirtronics 

Smaller companies can play a big role in supporting local communities 
through charitable giving and volunteering, which can be key elements in 
being a good corporate citizen. Such activities may make employees proud to 
work for the company, and give the business a better status in the community 
or among suppliers and customers. For some, these benefits are not important 
because sustainability is just about doing the right thing. 

When companies sit down to work out the commercial 
benefit of becoming more sustainable there is often 
a eureka moment when they realise that they can 
make significant cost savings from reducing their 
energy consumption, for instance, or strengthen 
their relationships with customers or suppliers. For 
other companies, the benefits of sustainable business 
principles are so intangible they are almost impossible 
to measure. 

For them, sustainability is about trusting in principles 
like charitable giving, reaching out to the local 
community through volunteering programmes and 
giving employees ownership of the company. 

“Smaller companies often give more than big companies. Their
ownership is local, so they give more time and money to local 
community groups. That builds the community, which is very 
important. There is a positive effect on the company and its 
employees of building stronger, healthier communities, but 
we don’t need to see a tangible return. We just need to know 
that we are doing good,” says George Mandragouras, an 
experienced public accountant who is now CFO of 
contract manufacturing company Cirtronics. 

 

Based in Milford, New Hampshire, Cirtronics is 
involved in prototyping, PCB assembly, box-build, test 
and fulfilment services for various high-tech sectors. 
The focus of its activities is not unique, but its approach 
to business is very different to that of its competitors. 
Firstly, it forms close partnerships with its customers, 
acting as an extension of the client organisation. 
Secondly, the value system that is core to the company 
sees employees’ contribution to the business based on 
their individual strengths rather than traditional job 
roles, often forming cross-functional teams to best meet 
their customers’ needs. 

The company’s unusual approach to harnessing the 
best from its workforce reflects its focus on engaging 
employees in the business. It has, for instance, 
transitioned 39% of the company since 2002 into 
an employee stock ownership (ESOP) programme, 
thereby making the employees the owners of the 
business. Owner and president Gerardine Ferlins took 
this decision as part of her belief that the strength of 
the company is in its people, their commitment, sense 
of community, and desire to serve and continuously 
improve. 

“It is based on the principle of ‘give a man a fish and you feed 
him for a day, teach him how to fish and you feed him for a 
lifetime’. In a capitalist society, it is not about the fish, but 
about who owns the boat — that’s how wealth is created,” 
says Mandragouras. 

This sense of community, and of the role of the 
company as a corporate citizen, defines the sustainable 
activities in which Cirtronics is involved — namely 
corporate giving, employee volunteerism and 
environmental stewardship. 

“We have a lot of environmental efforts, such as recycling, 
improving our packaging and minimising our energy usage, 
but sustainability is much broader than that. For us, it is a 
holistic approach. We give people time off to do volunteering, 
whether that is taking a field trip with their child’s school 
or clearing trash from the highway. Our goal is to give 10% 
of our profits as charitable contributions, which is what is 
allowed under US tax law. Some years we hit that target, 
but it is based on what the company can afford,” says 
Mandragouras. 
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3. Engage all stakeholders 

“We don’t want to pick too many leaves from the money tree,
so we must keep an eye on maintaining profitability and 
investing in the company. We do what we can while making 
sure that everything is in synch for the long term. In the long 
run, it all comes back to you,” he adds. 

 

When it comes to deciding how to support the local 
community through donations of time, funds or space, 
there is a clear focus on improving the lives of young 
people. The allocation of resources is decided by the 
Cirtronics Community Out-Reach Program (CCORP)
committee, which has a rotating membership of 
employees. “Neither I, nor the owner, have ever sat on 
the CCORP committee. It is made up of people on the 
manufacturing floor. It is not a PR exercise run by senior 
management. Our employees know their earnings are going 
to their peers through the corporate giving process,” explains 
Mandragouras. 

 

Despite his experience as an accountant and his role as 
CFO, Mandragouras is not focused on measuring the 
payback from the company’s efforts to be a sustainable 
business. 

While he plays a role in determining how much the 
company’s corporate giving can amount to each year, 
he does not decide where it goes. Nor does he have in 
place a precise set of metrics to measure the benefit that 
the company gets from such activities. 

“Charitable giving of profits does affect the value of the 
company and its shares, and some people ask why we don’t 
invest that money into the company. But working here is 
not about pursuing the ‘almighty buck’. We can invest in 
the company and give to the local community. The company 
feels strongly about it, though we are not sure how the benefit 
comes back to us. We must simply trust that it does,” remarks 
Mandragouras. 

“We engage with sustainability regardless of the benefits. 
There is a benefit, but we just can’t measure it. We know that 
supporting local groups benefits our employees, their families 
and friends, and builds stronger communities. Do you need 
tangible evidence to know that what you are doing is having 
a positive effect? We know the cost, but we can’t measure the 
financial benefits, though it might inspire other companies or 
help local young people. In any case, it is just the right thing 
to do.” 

Read the key lessons
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4. Remember that you are not alone 

FROM SCEPTIC TO TRUE BELIEVER 
UKOS plc 

The finance director of office equipment supplier UKOS plc was unsure about 
the benefit of embracing sustainability as a platform for the company’s wider 
business strategy, but lower costs and higher sales have made him a convert 
to the green agenda. 

For many SME’s the idea of implementing a 
sustainability strategy may seem like a source of 
additional cost at a time when maximising efficiency is
high on the agenda. For those that try it, however, the 
results are often surprising. Sustainability can, in fact, 
be the key to efficiency and help an organisation to 
keep its costs down. 

 

“We started our sustainability strategy because a few years 
ago I joined the Hertfordshire Resource Efficiency Club to 
see if there were ways we could save on resources like gas 
and electricity. From that came ideas about corporate social 
responsibility and we realised that we could differentiate 
ourselves from our competitors by being more environmentally 
friendly,” says Jerry Young, ACMA, Finance Director of 
stationery and office equipment supplier UKOS plc and 
member of CIMA. 

“We produced a business systems manual that details how 
each person and each department should do their job. This 
helps us to manage employees and measure their performance. 
It also meant we could apply for ISO 9001 and other 
accreditations. We realised that a sustainability strategy could 
make us very different to our competitors, save us money and 
give our customers good reasons to buy from us.” 

The initiative has resulted in practical steps, such as 
the Box4Life project, in which reusable, corrugated 
propylene boxes replace disposable cardboard boxes. 
UKOS previously delivered around 70,000 cardboard 
boxes every year, but has made major savings on 
packaging materials. 

“We set this up with customers that want it, collecting the 
empties when we deliver each day. Customers like it because 
it credits their own environmental strategies. We also looked 
at our delivery routes. The industry norm is next-day delivery, 
but for some customers we can change this to regular deliveries 
three times a week. Some customers have changed their buying 
patterns to fit our delivery schedule,” says Young. 

“We also looked at our products. In our business there is a lot 
of paper, so we looked closely at what makes environmentally 
friendly paper. We found a great sustainable paper, but found 
out that it was shipped from Australia, which meant we didn’t 
choose it. We now have a ‘green’ catalogue of products.” 

UKOS plc also collects recyclable waste — including 
cardboard, printer toners and plastics — from some 
customers, rather than returning lorries empty to 
the depot after a delivery. This costs the company 
very little, generates a small amount of revenue from 
selling the material and ties customers into the services 
provided by UKOS. 

Simple, clever ideas like this are having a big impact 
on the company. Among the tangible results of its 
sustainable strategy are savings on energy. UKOS 
has cut its energy costs by an average of 5% year-on-
year for the last four years, and has reduced its use of 
cardboard boxes — which account for around 0.5% of 
sales — by 65%. 

The role of finance 
Measuring these efficiency gains is vital to proving 
the value of any sustainability strategy and finance 
plays a key role in gathering the relevant data 
and communicating the results to the rest of the 
organisation. Young produces energy usage graphs 
each month to show the impact of the sustainability 
strategy, and there is a monthly review of the amount of 
packaging materials used. 
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Alongside the review process, finance also has a central 
role in setting key objectives in areas such as fuel 
efficiency. With the right metrics in place the benefits of 
the strategy become visible, which goes a long way to 
justifying the initial investment that is required. 

“There is some investment to be made, of course, but it is 
mostly an investment of time rather than money. The project 
is led by me in terms of administration, while the marketing 
manager handles the promotion of the sustainability agenda 
to customers and staff. The finance department is very 
important. It produces the measurements and results, and we 
have the discipline to do it regularly,” stresses Young. 

“You have to make it real, set targets and let people see the 
results. We have a green champion — usually someone fairly 
junior — who is responsible for simple things like making sure 
the lights are turned off. And we allow our employees to come 
up with good ideas.” 

An example of employee input into sustainability is 
the habit the company’s drivers have developed of 
measuring the miles per litre they achieve on each 
delivery run. They compete to be the most efficient. 

Getting to the stage where sustainability is part of the 
daily routine of every employee requires consistency 
and commitment at every level, but especially among 
senior managers. 

“The idea is easy to sell to staff if you maintain it. You must 
do this for life. The biggest challenge was to start it off and 
get all of the department heads to write the business systems 
manual. I needed to convince them of the positives that would 
come at the end of the process,” says Young. 

“The business systems manual forced us to look at all the parts 
of our business. I went into the resource efficiency club as a 
sceptic but now I am a convert. Our sustainability strategy is 
saving us money, increasing sales and improving profits, which 
we would not have foreseen.” 

Read the key lessons
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5. Establish responsibility and communicate widely 

THE FOUNDATIONS OF GOOD BUSINESS 
Billington Structures 

The construction industry is being closely scrutinised in light of sustainability 
and suppliers to the industry know that the right accreditation can be a way 
to win more business. Yet in order to be a commercial advantage it must be 
fundamental to the business model, not an added extra. 

Any good business responds to the needs of its 
customers, and in the construction industry that means 
meeting ever more stringent criteria for environmental 
performance. Meeting defined standards for 
sustainability and attaining appropriate accreditation 
make good business sense. 

“We got into sustainability because the founding chief 
executive of our former parent company was enthusiastic 
for all subsidiaries to go down the route of the ISO 14001 
environmental management system standard. So, the 
subsidiaries were told they had to do it, but did so with 
enthusiasm for commercial reasons,” says Peter Hart, 
ACMA, Financial Director, Billington Structures Ltd. 
and a CIMA member. 

Billington Structures makes structural steel for the 
construction industry — a sector that is focusing more 
than ever on efficiency, cost-cutting and sustainable 
business practices. The company’s clients are looking 
for responsible suppliers, and a simple way to judge 
them is to look at the environmental, health and safety 
and CSR accreditations they have achieved. 

“We understand that sustainability gives us a commercial 
advantage if we are early adopters of ISO 9001, which we 
were the first in the industry to get, and ISO 14001. It has a 
very positive appeal to clients,” says Hart. 

Billington also decided to evaluate its business against 
the sustainability charter laid out by the British 
Constructional Steelwork Association Ltd. (BCSA), 
which recommends the ISO standards that the 
company has attained. It also requires a mandatory, 
published sustainability policy; a programme of 
involvement with the local community on social 
issues; monitoring of progress towards better 
sustainability with specific management targets; a 
structured programme for training, development and 
communication; a published ethical trading policy; and 
a policy to manage energy and vehicle fuel use. 

“We adopted this charter early and went through the audit 
process, which resulted in us getting gold accreditation. For us, 
it was not necessarily about cost benefits, although there are 
some. Raw material steel is our biggest cost factor — around 
40% of the cost base — and our processes do not produce much 
waste. There are issues of energy usage and transport, but we 
found we had fairly little room for cost savings in those areas. 
It was more about the appeal of sustainability to our customers 
and winning new business,” explains Hart. 

“Our clients want us to have ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and the 
Investors in People accreditation. We also have ISO 18001 
health and safety accreditation. The BCSA charter includes 
these criteria, too. We had to make modest changes to our 
business to get the gold standard. We had to look at our 
policies and make some minor changes in practice. The most 
important of those was about ensuring that our suppliers take 
environmental matters into account.” 

Sustainability reporting 
In adopting the standards laid down in the charter, 
Billington wanted to be a good corporate citizen and 
build the confidence of clients. To do so, it has to 
monitor its performance and chart its progress towards 
sustainable goals. It has an environmental policy as 
part of ISO 14001, and every year the company does an 
annual sustainability report. In this, it sets targets and 
reviews its progress. 

Some targets are very specific, such as the reduction 
in usage of materials like shot blast, which is used to 
prepare steel. Other targets cannot be tracked with 
precise metrics, but are nonetheless important to either 
improving sustainability or showing to customers 
that sustainable issues are core to the business. One 
example is Billington’s move to computerise its training 
records. 
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This step is important because the company employs 
many people beyond its full-time workforce for on-site 
projects and all of these must be adequately qualified. 
Keeping records of training and qualifications in 
computerised form not only saves on paper and 
printing, but also makes it easier and quicker to verify 
and communicate the relevant information to clients. 

“We need to show our clients that the people we employ have 
the right qualifications. We must show them that we are a 
responsible supplier. More broadly, we also need to ensure 
we are improving the skills within the business. All of this is 
needed from the perspective of the business, but also has a CSR 
angle,” remarks Hart. 

Billington’s approach to sustainability is formalised. 
For instance, it employs an environmental manager 
to oversee the certain elements of its sustainability 
strategy. The company has also made efforts to ensure 
that the message about sustainability permeates 
the entire business. The involvement of the finance 
function has been central to its strategy from the start 
but largely because of Hart’s personal engagement with 
sustainability. 

“Sustainability is about the long-term health of the business. It
is about corporate social responsibility and a company’s place 
in the community. Then there are the environmental issues, 
like recycling, which for us mainly means scrap management, 
for which we already had processes in place for commercial 
reasons. A clean workspace means better health and safety 
and greater efficiency. What we had to do was pull our 
sustainability strategy and our policies together,” says Hart. 

 

“I wear the sustainability badge within the company, but it 
could equally sit here in finance or with production, personnel 
or any other department. Sustainability is not something that 
is laid on top of the business. It does not have to be a separate 
issue. It is just part of being a good business.” 

Read the key lessons
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6. Take it step by step 

EFFICIENCY FIRST 
Rainbow Nightfreight 

It has become more widely understood that behaving more sustainably 
brings efficiency gains for most businesses. Some companies, however, have 
proved that the logic of that equation can be reversed and that by increasing 
efficiency a business performs better in terms of sustainability. 

In a business that has no choice but to create carbon 
emissions by burning fuel and which delivers goods 
that necessarily require packaging materials it may 
seem that any efforts to improve corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) — the foundation of sustainable 
business — may have limited traction on environmental 
issues. Yet one company has shown that its very 
business model is evidence that environmental 
performance can be better than the industry standard. 

Rainbow Nightfreight, the logistics and supply chain 
operation of the W A Rainbow Group, operates a 
multi-user nightfreight service that enables it to provide 
high levels of vehicle capacity usage and minimise 
the distance of travel on outbound and inbound 
journeys. Compared to the fleet operations of its larger 
competitors, this offers an economical alternative, 
because it can take loads from different customers on 
every leg of every route, so has fewer empty journeys. 
As a result, its very business model is a powerful driver 
of its focus on sustainability because it differentiates it 
from many competitors and makes more efficient use of 
its vehicles. 

“The initial impetus came from my involvement in promoting 
the company’s new website, especially the CSR pages. Ours is 
an industry that is under the spotlight for its use of fuel and 
packaging materials. We do generate emissions — it is part of 
the business — and we are aware that our bigger competitors 
like Fedex, DHL and UPS are looking at sustainability,” 
says Rob Smith, ACMA, Finance Manager at Rainbow 
Nightfreight and CIMA member. 

“Outgoing vehicles and return vehicles can be full. Compared 
to a dedicated company with its own fleet, we can do fewer 
miles and use less fuel and, therefore, produce fewer emissions 
for each item we deliver. Our services can do more than just 
A to B deliveries on each individual journey, so the model we 
operate is naturally more efficient than a typical dedicated 
service provider,” he remarks. 

The company maintains a hub and spoke system for 
operating its vehicles, which includes regional depots, 
and has greater flexibility in planning its routes and 
vehicle loads. From that basis, conscious efforts to 
improve sustainability have more traction. 

“The business model is more environmentally friendly and, 
therefore, more sustainable, but we also do what we can from 
an efficiency and emissions perspective. For instance, we 
have defensive driver training programmes, which focus on 
anticipating dangerous situations and driving more safely, but 
also cover issues like fuel efficiency, minimal brake wear and 
optimal tyre pressure, as well as looking at efficient planning 
for each individual journey,” says Smith. 

Among its efforts to promote sustainability within its 
industry, Rainbow Nightfreight has been lobbying 
government to encourage multi-user networks. It has 
explained the benefits of its business model to the 
Department for Transport’s Low Carbon Supply Chain 
Steering Group. 

The company has also involved environmental experts 
in the design of its new East Midlands depot, a project 
that ultimately included investment in the creation of 
new habitats for local wildlife. It keeps a close eye on 
the latest research in areas like transit packaging to 
stay abreast of the latest developments in reusable and 
recyclable packaging materials. It is also monitoring 
the development of electric vehicles. 

“We are in a hiatus stage in terms of our fleet. Two years ago, 
we jettisoned three depots and had surplus vehicles, so we 
cherry picked the best ones. So, it will be another two years 
before we look at vehicle replacement, but when we do we will 
take environmental considerations into account. We could 
go for electric or hybrid vehicles, and may go beyond what is 
required by environmental legislation,” comments Smith. 
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“We have also consciously looked at the packaging side and 
researched different designs. The customers are responsible 
for providing the packaging of the goods we deliver, but we 
may bolster that where necessary. We can recommend transit 
packaging to customers to protect their goods, and when we do 
we must look at resource efficiency and take green issues into 
account.” 

Monitoring and measurement 
A disciplined approach to monitoring progress against 
defined environmental metrics is also evolving within 
the company. 

“We have been calculating our emissions since last year. 
When we have an energy or fuel bill we record the KWh per 
litre to calculate our annual carbon footprint. We are also 
in a position to calculate emissions for our customers on the 
distribution element of their business if they ask us to, just like 
DHL does on its overseas deliveries,” says Smith. 

“We haven’t set carbon footprint targets yet, but for our 
industry a reduction of even 1% would be something to brag 
about. It would be a major achievement. Although we have 
researched it, we have decided not to go into the carbon credits 
market because it is seen as buying your way out of a problem,” 
he adds. 

Smith, as finance manager, initiated the company’s 
efforts to improve sustainability. As a result, the 
finance function plays a major role in monitoring and 
improving performance, but Smith has the ear of the 
other board members and has found it relatively easy to 
garner their full support. 

“The main investment needed to improve sustainability in the 
business is management time,” he stresses. 

What Smith has observed is that the benefits of sustainable 
strategies can accrue even if being greener is not the company’s 
first priority. Looking at what is good for business performance 
can result in behaviours that benefit the environment and other 
elements of CSR, and vice versa. 

“We approach efficiency first and we have got sustainability 
benefits as a result of that. We are conscious of sustainability, 
which is ingrained in the industry now, so we are careful 
about things like switching the lights off to save energy, but the 
focus is on being a cost-efficient business,” Smith explains. 

“Sustainability is ingrained in our business. It is not done 
under the banner of being green. It is driven by efficiency.” 

Read the key lessons
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TALKING THE TALK AND WALKING THE WALK 
Zions Bancorporation 

When a financial institution tackles sustainability it is able to not only look at 
the environmental impact of its own operations, but can also offer backing 
to other businesses and private individuals looking to make their own 
improvements. One bank in the Western US is doing both to great effect. 

Every industry can engage with the sustainability 
agenda and financial services is no exception. Some 
banks have, in fact, seized the opportunity to position 
themselves as ‘green’, focussing particularly on the 
environmental aspects of sustainability. They offer, for 
instance, paperless accounts that are run entirely over 
the Internet. Others, however, have gone a step further. 

Zions Bancorporation, which comprises numerous 
affiliate banks across many western US states, is putting 
its capital behind sustainability by launching a new 
division, dedicated to funding residential, business or 
even small utility-scale energy projects that relate to 
both renewable energy generation and modifications 
that improve energy efficiency in homes or businesses. 

Its lending team is looking for financing opportunities 
that will access loan guarantees worth billions of dollars 
from the Department of Energy and Department 
of Agriculture, and other government-backed 
programmes. There has been a lot of interest and 
tangible projects are already in place. 

Teaming up with the City of Phoenix and a local utility,
the National Bank of Arizona — which is part of Zions 
Bancorporation — has already created a $25m fund for 
residential projects under the Solar Phoenix project. 
Other projects include work with the Davis-Monthan 
Air Force Base in Tucson, Arizona, where the bank 
is funding a 3MW solar power installation to provide 
energy for many of the houses that lie behind the gates 
of the base. 

“We have a good relationship with the utility on energy 
efficiency improvements, too. We help with loans from $5,000 
upwards for consumers to make modifications to their homes. 
We are involved in a Department of Energy grant that will 
provide $20m for commercial energy efficiency projects. We 
are also looking at a utility-scale project, and we are helping 
public bodies like schools with loans to develop alternative 

power sources,” explains Craig Robb, CPA, Managing 
Director of Zions Energy Link. 

“There is a lot of interest in loans among consumers for 
residential distributed generation programmes to lower utility 
rates by up to 20%, and public institutions are very interested, 
too, as they are effectively buying a hedge against long-term 
rises in energy costs. But there is an even spread between 
these kinds of borrowers and businesses or property developers 
looking for funding.” 

The bank’s proposition is only partly altruistic. Its 
actions prove that there is commercial value in 
sustainability. Although there is certainly an ethical 
angle to its decision to back sustainable projects, 
providing funding to help homeowners, communities 
and businesses become more sustainable makes good 
economic sense. 

“This is not about attaching ourselves to the green message in a 
contrived way. It is not following a fad. All the loans we make 
are commercially viable. The bottom line is that these loans 
make economic sense for the bank. There is a positive economic 
consequence from the bank’s own efforts on sustainability and 
from the loans it makes. We are not positioning ourselves as a 
green bank from a public relations perspective — that is not our 
main goal,” stresses Robb. 

 

“Our loans are innovative in their approach, but we use the 
same fundamental banking principles we have always used. 
We look at creditworthiness and how much equity is in the 
deal, so even though the technology might be a bit different the 
only difference in our process is the length of time a loan is 
outstanding. These projects often need a longer term loan.” 

The bank is not only putting its capital on the line 
in the name of sustainability, it is doing so from an 
informed perspective. It has made changes to its own 
business in the name of energy efficiency, providing an 
example to its customers and other businesses. 
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One important project was the installation of solar 
panels on a new parking structure at the headquarters 
of the National Bank of Arizona in Tucson. Covering 
the new building with photovoltaic panels produces 
around 400KW of electricity, which provides around a 
quarter of the power used by the 130,000 sq ft banking 
centre. 

“We started our sustainability drive at a time when things 
seemed at their hardest in the financial markets, but we looked 
at ourselves as a long-term sustainable organisation, partly in 
an environmental sense, but also because when the world seems 
to be falling apart we are an organisation that has a long-term 
belief in itself,” says Robb. 

“The solar power projects at our corporate centre and other 
locations have good payback, and the economics of them are 
very important. We have a large building here that was 
designed in the 1980s with a lot of glass, and which is not 
very efficient, but with solar power we have reduced our power 
consumption by 40% in two years. That shows the value of it 
from our own account and so we can show others the benefit of 
doing a similar thing.” 

Encouraging customers to take a long perspective 
on change is fundamental to the proposition of Zions 
Energy Link, and the bank tries hard to lead by 
example. 

Each affiliate bank within Zions Bancorporation has 
control over the development and delivery of its own 
internal sustainability policy, but at National Bank of 
Arizona, Robb took the reins as CFO. With a forward-
looking CEO and a chairman with a proactive stance 
on sustainability programmes, the finance function was 
able to plan for the long-term and break the strategy 
down into individual projects, like the solar power 
initiatives at its corporate headquarters. 

“A long-term view is systemic; it is part of who we are. Zions 
was formed in the late 1800s, so it has been around for a 
very long time already, and it hopes to be around for a long 
time to come. Any sustainability project may take years to pay 
back, but if you have that long-term view it ends up effectively 
costing nothing in cash terms because of the efficiencies it 
brings,” says Robb. 

“Someone has to make a change and take on something like a 
small solar power application. Once you get the ball rolling it 
gathers momentum.” 

Read the key lessons
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SMALL COMPANIES CAN INITIATE BIG CHANGE 
Rocky Mountain Flatbread 

New companies that are founded on sustainability as the fundamental guiding 
principle that drives every aspect of their business have the power to start a 
process that can transform entire industries. 

Small businesses have great power. Some have the 
chance to build a business from scratch on the platform 
of sustainability. Others have more agility than large 
multinationals to make meaningful change and show 
the benefits that can accrue from sustainable business 
practices. 

“Small businesses are leading the way in terms of shaping 
how business will be in the future,” says Suzanne Fielden, 
co-founder of Rocky Mountain Flatbread. 

Founded in Vancouver, Canada, Rocky Mountain 
Flatbread is a brand that comprises a pizza restaurant, a 
wholesale business, a mobile caterer and an educational 
society. Founded by Fielden and her husband, who had 
both been successful as leadership and management 
consultants in the UK dealing with change and 
leadership management, the company embodies their 
knowledge about integrating social and environmental 
agendas into corporate strategy. 

The company exists not only to generate profit, but 
also to create a positive change in the world by acting
locally to address the global issue of sustainability. 

 

“In the UK, we introduced sustainability to a lot of companies 
and identified the business opportunities that it presented. We 
worked in schools, too, on projects like transforming business 
waste into usable, value-added products. One chemical by-
product is still used to de-ice planes at Bristol Airport,” says 
Fielden. 

“When it came to creating a brand of our own we wanted 
it to be based on our sustainable principles. We chose the 
pizza business because it is often done badly. We did a lot of 
research and looked at a lot of different business models and 
we integrated our backgrounds, which is why we have an 
educational society working with local schools as well as a 
restaurant.” 

To survive, any restaurant needs good food and great 
service, so the company brought in a Red Seal chef, 
Oliver Zulauf, as a partner to create and standardize 
the menu and set high service standards to ensure that 
the business had a commercially viable platform. From 
there, the goal was to integrate sustainable practices 
into every part of the business model. It created a zero 
waste menu, for example, and every meal served is 
carbon neutral as the company limits its emissions and 
buys carbon credits to offset what remains. 

It aims for constant improvement to its products, but 
has a simple approach to metrics. Co-founder Dominic 
Fielden looks after the finance function, and his father 
David, an accountant who has worked for the likes 
of American Express, 3i and SG Warbug, sits on the 
board to provide advice on finance and strategy. 

The company tracks its carbon footprint and makes a 
conscious effort to reduce it every year, and it keeps a 
close watch on the number of community projects with 
which it engages, aiming to increase this number every 
year. 

Sustainability as a point of difference 
“People are looking for meaning, for companies that are doing 
something positive. Sustainability differentiates us. We use up 
to 90% local produce, including vegetables from the schools 
where we teach kids how to grow food. This year we became 
the first company to switch to biogas, which is captured by the 
local sewage plant and put into the gas grid. We use it to fire 
all of our ovens. We have also reached 100% composting of all 
our food,” says Fielden. 

“Our approach also creates a positive work environment. We 
keep people for years in an industry that is notorious for high 
staff turnover. The principles of the company make people 
proud to work here.” 
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One of the key tools the company has used to integrate 
sustainable practices is the systems thinking approach 
developed by Gunter Pauli, founder and director of 
Zero Emissions Research and Initiatives. Among the 
many implications of this approach to business is the 
idea of clusters of businesses or industries working 
together, which is partly why Rocky Mountain 
Flatbread emphasises networking and engagement 
with local organisations such as Vancouver Aquarium’s 
Ocean Wise programme on sustainable seafood, the 
Green Table Network, and educational organisation 
Natural Step. 

“We are very well networked. Find out who can help you in 
your community. If you want to transform an industry and 
make positive change then you need the ethos that allows 
you to make small changes. Community is very important 
to us, which is why we go into schools and teach kids about 
growing food and making healthy snacks. We consult with 
urban gardeners and we fund community projects. We connect 
to anything that promotes food security and sustainability,” 
explains Fielden. 

The motivation is partly the altruistic desire to be 
a good corporate citizen and make a difference to 
the world, but this is not at the expense of long-term 
commercial success. The company has succeeded 
in making a profit, some of which is put towards 
community projects. Customers’ attitudes are changing, 
and they are increasingly looking for companies that 
are environmentally and socially aware. 

“Sustainability and profitability are parts of the same 
approach. People are less tolerant of companies that are just 
out to maximise profit. They are increasingly looking for 
companies that want to make the planet a better place. That 
is a positive step, as it forces big corporations to look at their 
environmental policies and community projects,” believes 
Fielden. 

“Even if you can’t pump billions of dollars into sustainability, 
do what you can do. Focus on it now, even if the economic 
situation is difficult. Don’t put it off till later. Every small 
step counts as long as it is a step in the right direction. Don’t 
give in to short-term pressure to maximise shareholder value, 
look at the big picture. Having diverse goals makes a company 
robust. Find the soul of your company.” 

Read the key lessons
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BUILT ON THE BEDROCK OF SUSTAINABILITY 
Ecological Fibers, Inc. 

For those who believe sustainability is a new concept in business, it is time to think 
again. Some successful companies have been founded on ecologically sound 
principles for decades, and their experience holds valuable lessons Aabout the 
growing importance of sustainability as an essential ingredient of good business. 

During this past decade there has been a dramatic 
push to make sustainable practices a priority across 
all industries. There are many examples of companies 
— from large multinationals to small, family-owned 
businesses — that have made great progress in adopting 
practices that are kinder to the environment, healthier 
for employees and more integrated within communities 
in which they operate. But the notion of sustainability 
in all its forms has been with us for much longer. 

In some cases, principles of ecologically sound and 
responsible business have been a company’s foundation 
from which it defines their products. One example is 
Ecological Fibers, Inc., founded in Massachusetts in 
1972 as a materials distributor to the book industry. 
In 1979, it acquired a coating facility in Rhode Island, 
which was the springboard for its expansion into 
the global marketplace, and it has since become a 
leading producer of luxury coated coverings for books, 
stationery, security documents and luxury packaging. 

Under their trade name Rainbow®, they provide 
environmentally sound coverings that are 
manufactured not only respecting the environment, but 
also prioritizing the wellbeing of its workforce. 

“When our owner purchased the RI facility every company 
in this industry was using solvents to coat paper. They were 
harmful to the environment and to employees and possibly the 
end users. Ecological developed a water-based coating solution 
that uses no harmful components. He was more interested in 
protecting the environment and his employees than in saving 
money. The thrust of the company is the same now — we want 
to be ecologically sound,” says Eric Buchholz, CPA, CFO 
of Ecological Fibers. 

“The company was ahead of its time — a pioneer in the 
industry. It didn’t advertise its ecological credentials, it just 
did it because the owner thought it was the right thing to do, 

but now those issues have come to the forefront. Some of our 
products are made from 100% post-consumer waste (PCW) 
which some of our customers wanted but could not find,”  he 
added. 

“Ecological Fibers, Inc. is a world leader in converting 
paper products. Our exclusive coating process employs 
only 100% aqueous, self cross-linking, pigmented acrylic 
polymers. EFI’s strong commitment to environmentally 
responsible manufacturing processes exclude the use of solvents, 
hazardous air pollutants or volatile organics, while at the 
same time maintaining the high quality standards and 
fitness for use requirements of our customers. These efforts 
have been recognized and awarded by the US Environmental 
Protection Agency and EFI will continue to provide only 
Environmentally Sound Cover Solutions at the most 
competitive price.” 

“The company was ahead of its time — a pioneer in the 
industry. It didn’t advertise its ecological credentials, it just 
did it because the owner thought it was the right thing to do, 
but now those issues have come to the forefront.” 

“It costs more to do what we do, they way we do it. It takes a 
lot of time and effort to make what we make. But the trend is 
for sustainability, particularly ecological issues, to be a bigger 
issue for our customers. They may have an internal push on 
environmental issues, and there have been a lot of inquiries 
recently about how much recycled paper we use and about the 
lack of solvents in our process. We have many new customers 
that can’t find what they are looking for anywhere else,” 
explains Buchholz. 
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Finance and sustainability 

The role of the finance department in driving the 
company’s ecological business model, as well as its 
profit, is critical. But unlike many other companies, 
finance is not primarily concerned with tracking 
metrics that chart improvements in efficiency or 
progress towards sustainability goals, but with ensuring 
that existing procedures are adhered to. One of its main 
tasks is to ensure that the chain of custody is not broken 
between ordering paper and receiving it. This ensures 
that the supply chain meets the strict sustainability 
criteria that Ecological Fibers has laid down, and is 
achieved through the Forestry Stewardship Council’s 
chain of custody certification, which tracks material 
from the forest to the consumer. Finance also ensures 
that, where possible, waste goes back to vendors for 
recycling, or is disposed of in a manner that is kind to 
the environment. 

“We use many material substrates but our biggest products use 
two different types of paper. The first is latex-based, the other 
is Kraft-based. Our waste from Kraft paper is 100% recycled 
into new runs. The latex paper was a challenge, but now we 
have partnered with a company that takes that paper and 
uses it as biomass fuel,” says Buchholz. “The role of finance 
is very important in ensuring that the company maintains 
its ecologically sound operations. But all departments work 
together towards the goal of making an environmentally 
friendly product.” 

The ecological principle that underpins the company’s 
business model may not translate to every business, 
but Ecological Fibers also looks at issues that do relate 
to any company, including energy efficiency. It has, for 
instance, switched to energy-efficient light bulbs and 
installed motion sensors so that lights automatically go 
off in areas where there is no movement. It has replaced 
gas ovens used to cure the color on to the paper with 
more efficient infra-red ovens. The boiler has been 
switched from oil to gas, which is cleaner and more 
efficient, and has significantly cut the company’s energy 
bill. Also, with the help of external consultants, it has 
found ways to buy gas at better rates and from ‘greener’ 
suppliers. They also have taken advantage of research 
and development tax credits with all of the R&D they 
do to make sure their products are ecologically sound. 

“The role of finance is very important in ensuring that the 
company maintains its ecologically sound operations. But all 
departments work together towards the goal of making an 
environmentally friendly product.” 

Ecological Fibers has looked at sustainability in all 
its forms and has proven what began as an ethical 
principle has also been sound business sense. It has 
shown that putting ecological issues first is not only 
good for the environment, but also good for business. 
“Our ecological policy was done for its own reasons, but it does 
win customers and generate sales, so it drives profits,” says 
Buchholz. “Sustainability pervades everything we do.” 

Read the key lessons 
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A FLYING START FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
Aéroports de Montréal (ADM) 

The aviation industry is under the microscope for its impact on the environment,
but while the focus has largely been on the fuel consumption of airlines, 
airports are also making a bid to improve efficiency and reduce resource 
consumption to improve the sustainable profile of the industry as a whole. 

 

Among the industries that have been most heavily 
criticised for their emissions of greenhouse gases, 
the aviation sector is one of the most prominent. It 
has also been among the most responsive to issues of 
sustainability. In fact, aviation accounts for only 2% of 
global CO2 emissions, but the industry is nevertheless 
committed to improving technology and operational 
processes to increase efficiency and reduce its 
environmental impact. 

Airlines and aircraft manufactures have made efforts 
to improve fuel efficiency — and in the process 
have exemplified how cost savings and improved 
sustainability go hand-in-hand. Airports, too, have 
embraced the message about sustainability in all its 
forms. 

Aéroports de Montréal (ADM), a not-for-profit 
organisation responsible for the management, 
operation and development of Montréal-Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau and Montréal- Mirabel international airports, 
is among the operators making a committed effort 
to balance business objectives with the sustainable 
agenda. ADM states its missions as a combination 
of three goals: provide efficient, safe and secure 
airport services that are consistent with the needs 
of the community; foster economic development in 
the Montréal area; and coexist in harmony with the 
surrounding environment, particularly in matters of 
environmental protection. 

“ADM aims to become an airport manager ranking among the 
best in the world, and to reach that goal requires that we adopt 
a sustainable vision and put in place sustainable practices. 
The triggers for our strategy are the strategic opportunity to 
develop and grow our airports, the potential for cost savings 
and the increased willingness of the industry in recent years 
to take a more sustainable approach, particularly by reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions,” says Philippe Rainville, CPA, 
CA, VP Finance and Administration at ADM. 

ADM joined the global aviation industry’s 
Commitment to Action on Climate Change, and has 
adopted a clear corporate objective on sustainable 
development. Its policy brings all of ADM’s many 
initiatives under the same umbrella and extends 
sustainability beyond environmental issues. 

Environmental certification 
“Our goals and targets have been adopted as part of the 
ISO 14001 environmental certification. ADM has been 
certified since 2000, but meeting these goals means having a 
continuous improvement approach,” says Rainville. 

“Sustainable development must be seen not as an expense but 
as an investment. In drafting the sustainable development 
policy, finance is involved throughout. As with all entities 
in the organisation, finance must be involved directly in the 
sustainable development approach,” remarks Rainville. 

ADM has defined a number of metrics to chart 
its environmental performance, including energy 
consumption, rate of waste recycling, greenhouse 
gas emissions, and the number of employees using 
alternative modes of transportation. But environmental 
parameters are not the only indicators it tracks. There is 
a strong focus on human resources indicators, including 
staff training levels, turnover rate and absenteeism. 

Nevertheless, environmental considerations have a 
high profile, partly because that is the area in which 
ADM’s customers express the most interest. ADM has 
reduced its energy consumption with various projects 
such as the installation of motorized “smart” blinds 
that automatically open and close to maintain an 
optimal level of natural light in the terminal building, 
and the replacement of sliding doors with revolving 
doors which reduces the need for heating and air 
conditioning. 
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Its most notable success, however, has been the 
development of a high-performance thermal plant, 
which has been designed to recover energy. It 
consumes different kinds of energy, prioritizing 
electricity, then natural gas and then fuel oil. “The 
thermal plant at Montréal–Trudeau airport, commissioned 
in 2003, is an energy efficiency showcase. ADM engineers 
developed and applied innovative concepts for the new plant, 
which won recognition awards from key energy efficiency 
organisations. The new thermal plant achieved 70% energy 
efficiency improvement over the old one,” says Rainville. In 
2010, ADM became the first airport authority to sell 
carbon credits on the voluntary market, representing 
24,205 tons of CO2 equivalent. “The sale of carbon 
credits is a tangible and material demonstration of the efforts 
undertaken in the last few years to reduce our emissions,” he 
adds. 

The savings and efficiencies such projects have brought 
to ADM have inspired the company to extend the 
scope of its sustainability drive to cover every aspect of 
its current operations and its future development plans. 
The next item on the agenda is to acquire a fleet of 
energy-efficient vehicles. Some 20 vehicles are already 
being converted to use propane gas instead of petrol. 
ADM has also participated in a trial to test hydrogen 
technologies including fuel cells to power vehicles at 
Montréal-Trudeau. 

“The three focuses of sustainable development are not 
necessarily opposed but are complementary. For example, 
energy efficiency measures have resulted in cost-reduction 
measures. The use of electric rather than gas boilers outside 
peak hours reduces emissions because of Québec’s hydroelectric 
network, and reduces energy costs.” 

For Rainville, the success of any sustainability drive 
requires commitment from senior management, who 
must grasp the importance of the issue now to ensure it 
is engrained in the business in the future. 

“Sustainable development is important for our employees 
— they see it as a necessity. For the future, environmental 
priorities remain, but there is growing concern over social 
issues. ADM has made some good progress but sustainable 
development is an ongoing journey that requires the co-
operation of all players,” he says. 

Read the key lessons
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HEEDING THE CALL OF CUSTOMERS 
Artopex 

When an industry makes a concerted effort to improve sustainable business 
practices it is often in response to the changing demands of customers. 
When such a shift occurs, no business can afford to be left behind. 

Sustainability is increasingly a factor in customers’ 
purchasing decisions, whether those customers are end 
users, dealers or other companies contracting services. 
This trend is only likely to strengthen, so when 
competitors look at environmental issues and corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) to satisfy customers, there is 
no time to lose. 

One company that has responded quickly to the 
building momentum behind sustainability is Canadian 
company Artopex, which has been a provider of 
high quality office furniture for over 30 years and is 
consistently rated as one of the country’s best-managed 
organisations. 

“If we want to do business we must be involved in all aspects 
of sustainability. The large manufacturers in our industry 
in North America are very well engaged with sustainability 
and there is pressure from the market to be more active. There 
is pressure from our customers, driven by the architects and 
designers who influence the decisions our customers make,” 
says Jean Barbeau, a product specialist at Artopex, who 
is responsible for the company’s sustainability initiative. 

Artopex took a decision to make sustainability a 
priority, beginning with a plan to reduce its carbon 
footprint. It began by looking at the industry standards 
for emissions in the manufacture of office furniture, but 
soon began to view sustainability in a much broader 
context. 

“We hired a consultant to help us understand what 
sustainability was. Then we took a year to devise our plan, 
which was launched in autumn 2009, to put in place 
measures to track indicators like energy and water use,” 
comments Barbeau. 

“So far, we have integrated sustainability into our sales 
presentations and training materials, as education is an 
important part of our strategy. We have opened discussions 
with all of our stakeholders including the dealers that are our 

customers and also our suppliers, with which we can act as 
a partner in testing new materials or new ways to transport 
goods. For instance, we met with transport companies and 
said that we wanted improvements on emissions, and they 
showed us their ideas. Those discussions, and the sharing of 
information, are big changes,” he adds. 

The project has resulted in changes in product design, 
choice of materials, transport and logistics to reduce 
emissions and improve efficiency. Having acted quickly 
on environmental issues, one of the key lessons to 
emerge from the engagement of an external consultant 
is that a sustainable business must also look to be a 
good employer and a good corporate citizen. 

Social involvement 
“Other important ingredients are sponsorship and social 
involvement. We became more sensitive to those things. We 
were already doing great things for the local community, but
we started to pin it down and focus on it more. We were 
sponsoring hospitals and organisations in healthcare, such 
as hospices for the terminally ill, so we made a decision to 
deliberately focus on health,” says Barbeau. 

 

“We became more conscious of the impact of the money we 
invest in the community and that creates momentum. People 
are very positive about it. The more we share the better we 
become,” he adds. 

The company’s sharper focus on sustainability is 
maintained through the management committee, 
which brings together 12 senior people in the 
organisation. They represent different facets of the 
company, including human resources, marketing and
manufacturing. 

 

Finance is represented on the committee by the 
company’s president, who works with the VP of 
Production to define and track the appropriate metrics 
to ensure Artopex is improving its environmental and 
sustainable credentials. 
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Among the most important metrics are energy and 
water usage, the number of accidents in its production 
facilities, paper consumption, production waste and the 
use of recycled materials. 

Clearly, some of these measures target environmental 
goals such as emissions reduction, but they also focus 
on human factors. The wellbeing of the workforce, and
the community in which it operates, are central to the 
company’s plan. In part, the metrics are defined by the
requirements for ISO 14001 accreditation, which pays 
particular focus to recycling and waste. Yet there is 
clearly a broader focus. 

 

 

Artopex is once again turning to external consultants 
to engage in training from the bottom up to educate the 
workforce in sustainable business practices and CSR. 
So far, the investment Artopex has made has mainly 
been in the form of senior management time, although 
there have been some specific financial investments. 
It has, for instance, changed all light bulbs to more 
energy efficient alternatives, which has resulted in a 
16% saving on energy use. 

“There is some investment of money, and a lot of investment 
of time for meetings and defining projects. But the savings pay 
back all of this investment,” notes Barbeau. 

The guiding principle of the company’s sustainability 
drive is commercial advantage. “One of our main 
statements in our sustainability plan is about being a ‘human’ 
company that thinks about its employees and about the 
community. The other is eco-technology. 

We have invested over $7m in new, more efficient production 
equipment in three years. The motive was to be more 
productive and competitive against imports from Asia, but 
it also helps us to be more sustainable. It was an economic 
decision that helps with sustainability,” remarks Barbeau.

 “We have integrated sustainability into our daily decisions. 
At this point what we do on sustainability is not only about 
the environment and social responsibility, but also about 
profit. We always do things that have a profit at the end, even 
when it is sometimes hard to measure.” 

Read the key lessons
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1. www.thesme.co.uk/news/226/new-business-opportunities-drives-sustainability-amongst-smes/ 
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within to any given set of facts and circumstances. 
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