
Perhaps you have seen phrases such as ‘green is the 

new black’ or ‘eco-value’. Business is undergoing a 

metamorphosis and turning green, but you might ask 

why it needs to be green. 

Firstly, does business have an obligation to be green? I 

believe there are two good reasons why it does: 

•  The world’s top 200 companies have twice the assets of 80 

per cent of the world’s people; and

•   Among the 100 largest economies in the world, more than 50 

per cent are companies.

These data points refer to big business, but nonetheless 

show the power of business in today’s society and therefore its 

potential impact. So, greening business is a vital ingredient to 

the health of the planet.

To reiterate an old Cree Indian saying: ‘Only after the last 

tree has been cut down; only after the last river has been 

poisoned; only after the last fish has been caught; only then 

will you know that money cannot be eaten.’ Resources are 

running out fast, and business continues to increase its 

footprint on the planet.

Jarrod Diamond’s book Collapse was an eye opener for 

me. In it, Diamond considers several societies that made their 

choices to succeed or fail. 

He examines the lost civilisations of Easter Island, the 

Maya, and the Norse colony on Greenland to show how a 

combination of cultural, population, and lack of appreciation 

for their dependence on natural resources contributed to  

these societies’ collapse.

If we don’t want to see our present-day global society 

collapse, not only does government and society have a role 

to play, but so does business. Acute impacts of business are 

regulated, but indirect and passive impacts are not, and this is 

where business has a role to play in reducing its footprint. This 

is widely known as corporate citizenship. That is, a corporate’s 

role in society as one of its citizens.

Business benefits of being green
Secondly, one may ask whether there are any benefits for 

business itself from being green. The best known concepts for 

this are Factor Four and Factor Ten. The Factor Four concept 

visualises a quadruple increase in resource efficiency using 

existing methodologies whilst avoiding negative impacts on the 

overall quality of life.

Factor Ten refers to the possibility of creating products and 

services that have a massively lower resource intensity than 

the conventional alternative. A classic example of a Factor 

Four product is an energy-efficient light globe and a Factor Ten 

product is a waterless urinal.

Natural Capitalism, published a few years ago, was 

described by Bill Clinton as “a huge deal”. It has sold over 

100,000 copies in 12 languages and its principles provide 

the basis for a complete rethink of business. They show 

how, contrary to conventional wisdom, far greater profits are 

achieved through protecting and enhancing nature, culture, 

and community than by harming them. The goal is no net 

loss of natural or social capital. No current balance sheet 

accurately captures the real economic value of natural or 

social capital.

And, business is listening. A 2008 IBM survey of senior 

executives showed that 68 per cent were implementing 

sustainability initiatives “as an opportunity and platform for 

growth”, and more than 50 per cent said that these activities 

were giving them an advantage over their top competitors.

Here are some of the typical benefits of greening  

your business:

•  Light sensibly — The commercial sector spends about 17 per 

cent of its electricity costs in lighting, and typically this could 

be reduced by 40 to 50 per cent;

•  Heat and cool thriftily — Turning off heaters and air 

conditioners, maintenance and optimal heating and cooling 

can save businesses money, as these systems contribute to 

approximately 70 per cent of energy spend;

•  Give computers a break — This could save $40 per 

computer per year. Buy energy-efficient computers and set up 

a recycling process for old computers;

•  Stop buying paper — Paper should not be used unless 

absolutely necessary and, if so, should be printed double-

sided. Ideally, go paperless (see www.paperlessalliance.

com.au);

•  Recycle judiciously — Recycling saves natural resources and 

reduces tons of waste entering the landfills;

•  Travel lightly — Encourage business transport (unless stock 

or product transport is involved) to be by public transport alone 

to save on the parking, fuel and insurance costs of car travel 

(see the sustainable transport guide at http://netbalance.com/

research/Sustainable Transport Guide.pdf);

•  Go pre-loved — There are extensive networks from which 

second-hand equipment and furniture can be purchased at a 

fraction of the cost of new, and still be depreciated.

These are just some of the things you could do. 

You can find other ideas, grants and helpful hints available 

through government channels.

‘Sustainable Growth’ by Jon Dee is a book published by 

Sensis, which is aimed at small and medium-sized business. 

It provides these businesses with practical information and 

tips on how to improve their bottom line while reducing their 

impact on the environment. You can access a free copy by 

visiting  ther Sensis site (http://about.sensis.com.au/small-

business/free-sustainable-growth-book/order-sustainable-

growth-guide). 

“Only after 
the last fish 

has been 
caught will 

you know that 
money cannot 

be eaten.”
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