Go green - a sound business
decision (part 1)

Speakers at the 1996
Midlands Region
Symposiumn

(Go green — like it or lump it)
ranged from dyemakers to
retailers; Rebecca Reid
reports on their predictions
for the industry

UK textites: the consumer’s view

Since environmental pressures are here
to stay, the best solution for the UK’s
dyers and finishers — and their colleagues
up and down the textile supply chain —
must be a change of attitude. This
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message came loud and clear
from the speakers at the Society's
Midlands Region symposium in
February. They all agreed that it
was pointless to complain about
environmental matters, view them
as an annoying and expensive
new area of legislation or dismiss
them as the ravings of protesters
living in treehouses. Rather, the
UK dyeing and finishing industry
should consider these issues in
hard business terms: as an area
where waste could be reduced
and savings made. The sooner a
company got involved, the more
quickly it would reap the benefits
and the betier prepared it would
be for future legislation.

The speakers were John
Easton of Zeneca Colours, Brian
Burdett of BTTG, Malcolm
Lockerbie of Courtaulds Textiles
and Len Randall of Marks & Spencer.
John and Len’s views from the two
extremes of the supply chain are here;
highlights of Brian's presentation on
ecclabelling and Malcoim's 1996 update

on dyehouse effluent will appear in next
month's Journal.

John Easton:
the dyemaker’s view

John Easton started by pointing out the
importance of looking at the overall
picture and understanding the underlying
agenda: why is the world getting greener
— and why is this so important for the
dyeing and chemical industries?

The answer to at least part of the
second question can be seen in a matrix
that separates industries on the basis of
their water use — and their water pollution.
The textile and chemical industries are
both in the high water demand-high
pollutant quadrant. This, and the resultant
legislation, goes some way to explaining
why dye-producing chemical companies
such as Zeneca are interested in green
alternatives — but other factors are also
involved. The pressures frem environ-
mentalists and, as a result, from the public
are well appreciated, but competitors,
suppliers, customers, shareholders and
insurers are also forces for change.
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It is difficult to be sure how
important green issues are to the
public as a whole: according to a
Mintel survey 29% of adults in the
UK are green activists, yet a
recent Mori survey classed over
half the population as pale greens,
armchair greens or unconcerned
about environmental issues. How-
ever, given that pressures and
evidence are starting to build up,
and encouraged by the new
European environmental thinking,
Zeneca has made its approach
one of product stewardship:
considering the impact of all
stages in a product’s life, from
manufacture through end-use to
disposal, and working in partner-
ship with its customers. It has also
learned to take a pro-active
approach, preferring to take
control of a problem early on —
before it becomes a matter for
legislation.

A prime example of the
problems of legislation can be
seen in the azo dye restrictions
included in the German Con-
sumer Goods Act 1994, which come into
force on 1 April 1996, making it a crim-
inal offence to manufacture or import
anything which comes into prolonged
contact with the skin and has been dyed
with dyes that break down under azo-
cleavage to any of 20 listed amines. The
situation is complicated by the fact that
the restriction is based on the cleavage
products so it is quite acceptable for
‘outlawed’ amine groups to be used in
the manufacture of a dye molecule and
indeed to be present within its structure —
but when the penalties are so high,
rational consideration of chemical
reaction pathways is difficult and panic is
almost inevitable.

German mail order companies and
retailers have developed particularly high
environmental awareness and have
successfully exerted pressure back up
the supply chain. The size and value of
the German market are so great that
changes there have international impact,
even if the azo dye ban is not taken up
across the whole of the EU.

Other key areas of legislation across
Europe are the Urban Waste Water
Directive, the Integrated Pollution
Prevention and Control Directive, the
VOC Directive, the soon-to-be-updated
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Dangerous Substances in Water
Directive 76/464 and the rulings of the
4th North Sea Conference and
OSPARCOM. In all cases the legislation
tends to be wide-ranging and pre-
scriptive, and compliance tends to be
expensive and time-consuming. There is
thus a good case for the industry pre-
emptively agreeing to self-regulate or
adopt voluntary controls - such as
accreditation to environmental manage-
ment systems BS7750:1994, the Euro-
pean Environmental Management and
Audit System (EMAS) regulation or the
less prescriptive (and perhaps environ-
mentally weaker) international standard
ISO 14001.

John concluded that the only way
forward is to take action and make
changes. When asked whether anything
apart from legislation would make
companies change he replied: ‘Yes, if
people start to look at pollution as
inefficiency, and start to look at the
commercial impact, they will realise that
waste minimisation is the way forward’.
He elaborated with an example from the
effluent situation, explaining that while
waste minimisation through controlled
coloration is a win—win situation, effluent
treatment is just money down the drain.

Len Randall:
the retailer’'s view

Len Randall acknowledged that
the main motivator for a retailer in
the environmental area is legis-
lation, but pointed out that this is
preceded by social and political
forces and complemented by
economic forces. These eco-
nomic forces are not always
negative: ‘although fines for non-
compliance do have an effect,
costly measures like replacing
CFC-cooled refrigerant units may
be balanced by the positive effect
of the environmental agenda in
stimulating the retailer to review
business practices.

The important point is that
wherever possible a company
should aim to anticipate rather.
than respond, which should lead
to savings. In addition to direct
cost benefits, such changes
could bring indirect benefits by
improving customers’ attitudes to
the store. (Interestingly enough,
Marks & Spencer has not found
that green issues are particularly
important to its customers, or have a
significant effect on their buying habits —
the company’s environmental good
practice scheme is still company- rather
than customer-led.)

Although as a retailer Marks &
Spencer tends to be in a low-pollution
segment of industry, its high profile
makes it a target of campaigners, so that
a supplier’s problem can rapidly become
its problem too. Pressure groups that
locate environmentally weak links in the
supply chain may target points further
down the chain for action. Marks &
Spencer has always aimed to maintain
strong partnership links with its supply
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base. This process of supply chain
management (or perhaps better, supply
chain co-operation) covers environ-
mental impact as well as product quality
and gives all participants in the chain a
better understanding of each other’s
requirements and restrictions. Potential
problems (and opportunities) can be
identified early on and good com-
promises reached towards the lowest
cost, best solution.

In this respect, Len acknowledged the
specific environmental problems that the
textile industry faces: as a major player in
garment retailing Marks & Spencer is
aware of the implications of the dye-
house effluent issue and appreciates the
massive investment that the industry is
having to make to deal with the new
regulations. Len felt that the debate was
still lacking effective dialogue between
the interested parties and that the
regulators and enforcers particularly
needed to take a more understanding
approach to the process towards
constructive solutions. Marks & Spencer’s
own initiatives in this area include a code
of practice to minimise the quantities of
potentially harmful chemicals used in the
manufacture and finishing of its gar-
ments, as well as developing a set of
minimum environmental standards for its
suppliers world-wide (on the principle

Marks & Spencer’s high
profile and handy high street
location make it an easy
target for green campaigners

that what is good for the environment in
the UK is just as beneficial in Asia).

In more general terms the Marks &
Spencer approach to environmental
issues is best characterised as an anti-
bureaucratic one. Programmes tend to be
self-driven and cost-motivated, with
priority given to fast payback schemes. It
only adopts schemes that have proven
benefits, address Marks & Spencer
issues and are cost effective. Marks &
Spencer’s four main areas of concern
are use of resources, use of energy,
pollution and waste.

With an annual electricity bill of £30
million, energy use minimisation is
particularly important. Stores are
efficiently designed with energy con-
sumption in mind. All employees are
involved and reminded that even small
gestures like turning off unnecessary
lights or electrical equipment can have
an effect. In terms of use of resources
both its stores and its wood products use
timber from managed forests only, while
its shop fittings make extensive use of
imitation timber, a plastic product with a
high recycled content. All consumables
are also carefully selected, with environ-
mental pedigree a key consideration.

Packaging is another major concern:
reductions in packaging enable a retailer
to save money and minimise transport

costs, but customers expect luxury
goods to be packaged accordingly.
Marks & Spencer’s solution has been to
compromise by developing minimal point-
of-sale packaging and investing in an
extensive range of reusable containers
for transport of food and clothing from
supplier to store. This has reduced
cardboard and polythene usage, while
the economies of scale make it worth-
while for the company to collect and
recycle approximately 90% of the
packaging that is used. As in so many
areas of the environmental arena, this
voluntary, market-led waste limitation
programme is soon to be replaced by
legislation (in this case from the EU),
which will create much less favourable
conditions for the retailer.

Len concluded with the contention that
the world’s most acute environmental
problem is lack of real knowledge about
the subjects of greatest concern. Myths
become perceptions, which become
realities in people’s minds. Too many
initiatives have been based on un-
thinking reactions to imagined problems.
Pressure group action and even
legislation comes out of this vacuum of
knowledge in a seemingly random way,
so that the EU seem to see legislation
against retail packaging waste as a
higher priority than global warming. Des-
pite these problems Marks & Spencer’s
commitment to environmental action
continues: the company views the
environment as an opportunity not a
burden, and good environmental practice
as good business sense.

Go green — like it or lump it was held
in Kegworth on 13 February 1996.
Further details of the presentations
are available from the speakers.
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