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Since Tony Abbot took over as leader of the Liberal Party interest in sustainability issues has
faded. Terence Jeyaretnam looks at this and other factors that impact on SMEs’ attitudes
towards green issues.

SMEs not acting 
ON CLIMATE CHANGE

A NATIONAL SURVEY of small and

medium enterprises (SMEs) has found

their interest in and action on climate

change and sustainability faded as Tony

Abbot won the leadership of the Federal

coalition and reversed Liberal Party

support for the Federal Government’s

carbon emissions trading scheme.

The survey strongly suggests that

SMEs will not take meaningful action

without the economic imperative of a price

on carbon through either an emissions

trading scheme or a carbon tax.

The survey of 1600 SME Chief

Executives and key decision makers still

found 72 per cent of them are interested

in sustainability, and 45 per cent would be

willing to make their businesses more

sustainable, even if it had a negative

impact on short term financial

performance. However, analysis of the

data suggests that the commitment to

act on sustainability is shallow across the

SME sector and vulnerable to political

division on how Australia should respond

to climate change. 

The survey was carried out in two

waves of 800 SME leaders – the first in

late 2009 and the second early this year.

In the first wave, 76 per cent said ‘Yes’

when asked if they believed in climate

change. In the second wave, the ‘Yes’

figure dropped to 68 per cent.

The survey was carried out by

Australian Fieldwork Solutions (AFS), an

information services company

specialising in survey data collection

across Australia and New Zealand, and

Net Balance, Australia’s largest

sustainability advisory and assurance

firm. The rate and speed of change

between the two research waves

suggests that the bipartisan support for

carbon emissions trading while Malcolm

Turnbull was Opposition Leader

bolstered SME support for action on

climate change.

SMEs were more willing to commit to

action when an Emissions Trading

Scheme (ETS) appeared inevitable. The

decline in commitment coincided with:

• The election of Tony Abbott to the

Liberal Party leadership and reversal of

Opposition support for the ETS. The

failure of the UN climate change

conference in Copenhagen to agree

binding international targets on

reducing emissions, and

• Debate on the credibility of forecast

increases in global temperatures by the

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC).

Attitudes to sustainability
While climate change was a key focus of the

survey, it covered attitudes and action on the

wider issue of sustainability. The survey

found that the SME business community

uses the term ‘sustainability’ to cover a

bundle of different issues and activities with

recycling, waste reduction and water saving

all scoring highly as issues.

Most respondents said they were

interested in sustainability, but only

investigating or monitoring the issue.

There were conflicting answers to some

of the questions asked. For example,

while 73 per cent of businesses

considered themselves to be

environmentally friendly, 70 per cent said

they were taking no action on climate

change. There was a low level of action

overall. Asked to nominate barriers to

action, over 50 per cent of survey

respondents cited cost. Lack of

information and a lack of actions to

choose from were each nominated by

over 40 per cent.

The most consistent sustainability

initiatives reported by respondents

covered waste reduction, energy

efficiency and water conservation.

While these are all major sustainability

issues, the SME focus on them could

be explained by the cost reductions

they deliver. 
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Action levels were relatively high

among owners and operators of

businesses that are close to consumers

and which could take action that made

little material difference to costs,

revenue and profits. For example, hotel

operators can save money by asking

customers to recycle their towels rather

than use fresh ones every day. Cafes

and restaurants can easily install energy

efficient light globes.

The survey therefore suggests that

voluntary action by SMEs is unlikely to

have a significant impact on Australia’s

carbon emission levels: action is

concentrated in businesses with relatively

insignificant impacts in terms of carbon

emissions.

Businesses with more significant

carbon footprints face uncertainty as a

result of the political impasse over the

emissions trading scheme: they don’t

know if there will be a price on carbon and

how high or low it is likely to be, making

major investment decisions difficult.

The emissions trading scheme was

designed in part to speed up investment

in emissions reduction. Events since its

introduction to Federal Parliament have

stalled such investment as well as the

legislation. 

In both research waves, respondents

were asked 'Will Government policy on

environmental issues, including its impact

on your business, decide how you vote in

the next election?' In the first wave, 39

per cent answered ‘Yes’. This increased

to 45 per cent in the second wave. 

SME sustainability index
As part of the survey, AFS and Net

Balance devised an SME Sustainability

Index by measuring the respondents

against 21 environmentally sustainable

activities weighted according to their

complexity. The first result was an index

of 14.10 out of a possible 100. The

survey found that of those who did know

their next step, half are seeking to

improve energy efficiency, reduce waste

or save water; 18 per cent are formally

auditing and planning; 17 per cent were

changing to sustainable work practices,

buying sustainable infrastructure or

shifting to a sustainable supplier as their

next step. 

AFS and Net Balance will repeat the

survey every three months and report

movements in the SME Sustainability

Index.

One aspect is certain – to various

degrees, the issue of responding to

climate change has claimed several

political scalps, being John Howard,

Brendan Nelson, Malcolm Turnbull and

most recently Kevin Rudd. The SME

community seems to be swayed by

opinions of our political leaders, but a

vast majority of them are interested in

sustainability and are concerned about

climate change. Acting on the issue will

be a priority for Julia Gillard, and Tony

Abbot’s position, going into the next

elections will be one to watch. 
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