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NEVILLE HOBSON: Welcome to the third edition of the Business Assurance.com Climate Change podcast. I’m Neville Hobson.

This podcast is all about "What Assures Consumers on Climate Change," the title of a report produced by AccountAbility, an international not-for-profit organisation working to develop new thinking, tools and connections that enable individuals, institutions and  alliances to respond better to global challenges; and Consumers International, the independent global campaigning voice for consumers. The report was sponsored by Lloyd’s Register, Marks and Spencer and The Co-Operative Financial Services.

Released on June the 22nd, 2007, the report surveyed US and UK consumers on their opinions and attitudes towards climate change.
We attended the launch of the report at the Lloyd's Register Head Office in London.
We talked with the Chief Operating Officer of AccountAbility and the Head of Policy for Consumers International, as well as key environmental representatives from Marks and Spencer and The Co-Op.

Let’s begin with Philip Monaghan, Chief Operating Officer at AccountAbility. He tells us why Accountability decided to be involved with this report, and how that’s relevant to AccountAbility’s mission...

PHILIP MONAGHAN: Accountability’s mission is to promote innovations in Accountability that empower people to make real change in the world. Within that we see effective assurance to the various stakeholders, whether they be employees, consumers, investors, management and so on, it is really important to effecting really change. Assurance here being a feeling, an outcome that allows people to take an informed decision. Within that, what we understand as part of a broader programme of work about what assures is that consumers can play an important role. 

This phase of work specifically looks at climate change, drills down to the next level of detail in that regard. And really understanding that given the catastrophic challenge of climate change that consumers aren’t the only answer, but they can play an important role through how they can take informed decisions around products and services and that’s really why we have decided to team up with consumers international to understand what assures consumers on climate change.
NEVILLE HOBSON: We asked Philip to talk about some of the key findings in the report and what we’ll learn as the report moves into a broader audience...

PHILIP MONAGHAN: Well, clearly there’s an existing sophisticated and impressive body of work in sustainable consumption and climate change already. “What assures consumers on climate change” adds to that debate is a number of key things. First of all, is the need to take this disparate array of initiatives to bring them together, understanding what works, but also how they can play in tandem together and at the moment, that’s simply not happening. We see in various instances, not just in the UK, the US but elsewhere, new initiatives about piloting individual carbon allowances, new initiatives about piloting an array of carbon labelling standards, an array of approaches to independent third party verification and so on. Actually, what we are not seeing is some over arching framework that brings these various bits together to work together in a smart way. 

I think what is encouraging is that again in terms of the consumer mindset, is climate change is on peoples minds, but in terms how this translates into action, there’s a gap between what people say they will do and what they do. Then the question that that precipitates is, is this due to consumers cheat and lie, or is it because we are not allowing them to make an easy choice. The reality of the matter is, it’s a bit of both. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: Philip talks about the research highlighting the importance of choice editing and third-party verification
PHILIP MONAGHAN: In terms of allowing consumers to trust the choices before them, first of all is that there is a number of consumers, approximately half in terms of the US and UK combined, who would support choice reduction. That is actually removing unhelpful choices from the shelves. Secondly, what we are also seeing is that a majority of consumers again in the UK and the US combined are calling for third party impendent verification. So what we are seeing is, people are asking to see these happen at the same time, whilst noting that politicians, whilst there is a number of interesting leadership positions notably in the UK by David Milliband and others, don’t have the appetite to control individual voter behaviour.  And so it’s a number of these other tools and activities that we need to bring together in harmony. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: Philip explains how Accountability could be part of the solution...
PHILIP MONAGHAN: For Accountability, this raises some interesting challenges and dilemmas and hopefully where we add to the debate. First about emerging conflicts between the development and the environmental lobby about winners and losers, so if you look at light bulbs in terms of switches to energy efficiency, its not just about the effect of jobs in the developing world, but actually in terms of the Western world shifts in sourcing and manufacturing patterns. Through to the controversies and discussions and debates around the carbon footprint of fair trade coffee, in terms of a million workers in Africa dependent on that trade. 

So really understanding the broader winners and losers debate, but also more broadly in terms of just for instance, labelling and third party verification, consensus on the development of standards, the accountability of those standards institutions, but also understanding the professionalisation of the whole area in terms of vendors and suppliers and so on. This is where we need to bring the various parties together to understand what works and why. Letting a thousand flowers bloom is helpful to encouraging innovation, perhaps we are at a stage now where we need to develop consensus and back a few winners in this regard.
NEVILLE HOBSON: Bjarne Pederson is Head of Policy at Consumers International. Why did Consumers International get involved with “What Assures Consumers on Climate Change”? 

BJARNE PEDERSON: Consumers International is the global federation of consumer movement for consumer organisations worldwide. We have member organisations in over 120 countries worldwide, and of course, for these organisations, which we represent, sustainable consumption and climate change is one of the key issues to deal with. Since it is, and we are a member driven organisation, one of our key priorities is sustainable lifestyle and it’s very specifically climate change. 

In relation to getting involved in this report, we thought that one of the key gaps in the very intense we have at the moment is the lack of solid research and public policy recommendations focusing on consumers and more importantly what assures consumers. This is the reason why we decided to team up with Accountability around this research. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: And what does Bjarne think were the report’s key findings from Consumer International’s perspective? 

BJARNE PEDERSON: I think that there are a number of findings that are very interesting from our perspective and also confirming a lot of what we thought already. Point number one, climate change is a mainstream consumer issue. Across the US and the UK, in the consumers that we polled, 60% agreed that everybody needs to take personal responsibility for their actions in relation to global warming, that’s quite an interesting statistic, that you actually have 60% of consumers thinking that they need to do something on a personal/individual level.  So, climate change is a mainstream issue. 

One of the other findings that is very interesting, is that almost 60% of the consumers have actually started doing easy things, they have started doing what we call close-to-home issues, they have been changing the light bulbs, they have been buying more energy efficient appliances. But if we look at the overall material things and when we ask them what are you then going to do in the future that would reduce your personal contribution to personal climate change. Then its very interesting, the report, and the research shows, that there is a lack of awareness and information on: (a) what can I do more than the easy-to-home things, and (b) what are the things that I can do that really matters. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: What about the role of consumer choice? 
BJARNE PEDERSON: That on a political level and a policy level for us, is one of the key findings that 50% of the consumers actually want an easier choice. They do not want to navigate in the jungle of choices and having to think how does my consumption impact climate change. So, hence what is in the research report called choice editing. Choice editing basically means that across a product range you simply remove the products that you know have a significant impact on climate change. They shouldn’t actually be out there at all. 

It’s not something new, it has been done for a number of years with regards to safety of products, so if the product was unsafe it could in anyway harm a consumer, then by law it was not allowed to be in the shop. It’s the same concept transferred to environment and climate change. If a product is so detrimental to climate change and there is a perfectly workable solution or an alternative to that product, then actually we should actually work towards them not being available to the consumers. 

I want to stress it doesn’t mean that there is no choice, it means that the choice is reduced as an example you could clearly argue why throw of public money after campaigns to promote consumers to change to energy efficient light bulbs we know for certain that there is a problem with the traditional tungsten light bulbs, we know there is a viable alternative, so actually, just remove the tungsten light bulbs from the shelves. 

That can either be done for instance by legislation, as the Australian government has suggested to do so, or it can be actively be done by retailers, companies themselves, Co-op is an example of trying to remove their tungsten light bulbs. So, simply reducing consumer choice so choice editing meaning that consumers get an easy choice and the choice they have to make is among the best performing products in relation to climate change.

NEVILLE HOBSON: And what about benchmarking? Has progress been made in terms of consumer perceptions and consumer demands? ...
BJARNE PEDERSON: It shows that there is a significant increased awareness of the issue. I think a very interesting statistic from the report is the different levels of awareness in the UK and the US regarding what consumers plan to do and can do. 70% of the consumers in  UK aware of the issue are planning to do something, whereas only 40% in the US. 

For me, if you look back at the situation four or five years ago, in the UK you would probably have found the same situation that you see in the US at the moment and what the research shows, low level of awareness, low level of preparedness, but its getting there, its getting on the media agenda, its becoming as we said a mainstream issue, but very little action focused. 

What I think this report serves as a benchmark is actually taking 2007 and saying well actually because of the international panel on climate change, the G8 summits, the media driven reporting over the last 8/12 months, we have to be seen a real appetite for finding solutions. And I think this is where things have changed before from earlier, there is a real appetite for finding the right solution, and I think what the report also shows is that there is growing understanding that we cant do the easy solutions on this one, we will have to do, consumers have to do their bit, that’s clear, but there is no way consumers are going to save the planet on climate change. 

Definitely governments have to do their bit, they have to introduce legislation, they have to set clear targets based on science, they have to deal with the misleading information that is out there, companies have to do their bit. They have to commit to actively changing the way they operate, and of course consumers have to do their bit as well, i.e. changing to more sustainable lifestyles in relation to climate change. 

They need to prepare over time to actually change the lifestyles to a more climate conscious lifestyle, whether it’s the car you drive, so when you buy your next car whether it’s the transport you use to work, whether it’s the house that you plan to buy, the insulation of the house that you are in, or it’s the way that you do your holidays. 

Things have to change, and I think the report is a landmark in the respect that it recognises that this is not only a consumer issue, it’s not just a government issue, its not just a business issue. Governments need to lead businesses and consumers to do their part.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Next, we hear from Rowland Hill, the Sustainability Manager at Marks and Spencer, with some insights from the launch of “What Assures Consumers on Climate Change”...

ROWLAND HILL: It was a really, really fascinating debate. I think the report sets a very interesting framework.  It throws down some interesting challenges and I think, what we then got, was practically an illumination of that with the various speakers.  I think where we all agree, is that there has to be a relationship between the development of standards, quite a lot of voluntary approaches, quite a lot of behaviour change and actually, there is a role for regulation.  I suppose really if the one message that came out from that. was for bigger, bolder, informed regulations, so the intervention of government I suppose would be the big message that I think I was hearing from the majority of people.

NEVILLE HOBSON: At the launch, Rowland talked about materiality and actually quantifying how products can be more environmentally sustainable...

ROWLAND HILL: I have actually been involved in doing life cycle assessments on products now for about 15 years, which is actually probably about as long as the science has been used.  We have done some work on our clothing products, we have recently completed some work with the carbon trust on our entire food supply chain.  We have done packaging, build and fit, or are in the middle of doing the build and fit-out of our stores. So we have got lots of knowledge.  One of the things that this knowledge tells us is that in terms of carbon, the impacts are not usually, where you think they are.  The example that I was quoting today was in terms of “recipe dish meals” which Marks and Spencer are famous for.  Our biggest selling recipe dish meal is beef lasagne.  What we have learned from that, is that the best way of reducing the carbon impact of a beef lasagne, you can reduce a fifth of it by actually taking the beef out and putting vegetables in instead.  You can reduce a tenth of it by microwaving it instead of cooking it, and you can reduce one percent of it by substituting virgin packaging materials with recycled ones. 

And from that, transport does not play a significant role, lots of other things that other people might think of, does not play a significant role.  I think arguably the packaging doesn’t cover one percent.  Therefore, all the things that people currently perhaps think they can do, are not necessarily the solutions.  The point I was making there is, we need that knowledge, we need standards, we need ways of communicating it, in order to improve products and behaviour.  Because, in actual fact, we have only got parts of the solutions for all of those questions.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Here’s how Rowland sees the key findings from Marks and Spencer’s viewpoint...

ROWLAND HILL: Reviewing the key findings, climate change is a mainstream consumer issue, this is very, very true.  This is something that we picked up during our own research a couple of years back, its grown enormously in a very short space of time.  I guess the only caveat with this, is that unlike other issues where you get people who are convinced to varying degrees, you also get some non-believers, and by that, I don’t mean its just that they are not that fussed, they actually are very clear that it is not an issue and not something they wish to take part in.  It is about 20/25 percent of people, so there is a kind of balance there.  50 percent are in the bag, they are aware, they’re informed, but there is an element who either does not believe it scientifically, have read up on it and do not believe there is something they can do, or actually do believe in it but just do not think it is something they can effect.  There is kind of a split there.

In my  talk, I was mentioning about the activities that I had taken, along with the claims from the majority of consumers about responding to climate change, so I am one of them.  I think the challenge that comes out of it is two-fold.  One is how do you get the rest of society to do those easy, low hanging actions, low hanging fruit action, but I think more importantly, how do you then move everybody on to the really big step changes?  Because, as we have said, the light bulbs, the insulation is all great, but it’s actually not that significant in the overall scheme of things.  

That leads onto this question of people, not many are prepared to embrace a more climate conscious life style, by which we are talking about step changes.  I would argue that actually consumers would not leave that, it will be a combination of companies offering different products and services and governments setting different ground rules and regulations.  I do not think, again this was one other point that came out, you cannot rely on the 9 percent of informed consumers to lead you to the Promised Land, you are going to have to make it easier for everyone.

Consumers want more information, I think that is right, I think that is a reflection of the fact it is an important issue and they are not sure what to do.  I think my only reflection on that is, I am not sure anybody else knows what to do either, we do not have the solutions, and we do not know what it is we should be telling them.  I think there is a void of work that needs to be done, it is not just a question of sticking labels on things.  

That is the issue about wanting more information from businesses on climate change, I think frankly businesses want more information on climate change aswell.  I think that’s a double-sided requirement.

There is clearly an element, because this information, because this issue is relatively new, it is certainly new for people to respond to it.  I think there is a degree of cynism of challenge, so people want to know “look if you are really going persuade me to give up my 4x4, I want to know is this definitely the big thing or is it just because it is targeted.  I want reassuring that if I am going to have to change a lifestyle, is it the right thing?”

Certainly, in terms of the work that we have done to date, so the work we have done with the climates group really together campaign.  Statements we make, we have got developed by the Energy Savings Trust.  We have been very careful, that as retailers, we position ourselves to provide solutions to climate change, that we do not try to position ourselves as an authority voice on climate change, because we cannot do that.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Chris Shearlock is the Environment Manager at the Co-operative Group. He shares some of  his thinking about “What Assures Consumers on Climate Change” ...

CHRIS SHEARLOCK: We very much welcome the report and study giving insights into what consumers think about climate change is very important. I think we would say it is difficult to judge whether the survey results are positive or negative, but it’s probably a combination of the two. I think the headline figure that the 60% plus of consumers say that they want to take action on climate change is a good thing. I think that shows where we have come from in the last couple of years, I think if we had asked a similar question in 2004 or 2005 we wouldn’t have got nearly that level of response. This is coming up in a similar way to other surveys that we have been involved in as an organisation, so the Co-op Bank does an annual ethical consumer study and what you typically find with that is that 30% of people say they want to shop ethically but actually ethical products have a very, very small market share. So there is a mirror here between the AccountAbility and Consumers International study where you see a large number of people want to do something and a relatively small number that are actually taking really concrete action. So firstly, we are very encouraged that it’s coming up with a 60% figure because that’s higher than previous surveys have suggested consumer interest in the general environmental issues. Secondly, we would say lets not get ourselves fooled that the green consumer is going to get us out of this problem and there’s very much a need for business to innovate and take a lead on this and there is still a very fundamental need for the government to legislate on climate change in order to really drive us all forward on it.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Finally, we asked Chris to comment on a leadership role taken by the Co-operative Group in working with the government and in choice editing...

CHRIS SHEARLOCK: We are trying to be UK leaders on climate change issues and so we are trying very much to get our own house in order so that we can be an example for other businesses in the UK and around the world. We have done a lot of stuff internally so we buy pretty much all of our electricity from renewables, we are building wind farms on our farm land, we have got the UKs largest solar project and we are very heavily involved in offset projects in the developing world that involve energy efficiency and renewable energy primarily. We are also looking at our products and services trying to green those now rather than just our operations, so we are keen on choice editing. We are phasing out the sale of energy inefficient white goods such as fridges, freezers, tumble driers and so on with an energy rating of less than 8. We are going to be undertaking a pilot in 50 stores this year to ban tungsten incandescent light bulbs, so what we are trying to say to consumers there is when you come in to a Co-op shop you are unable to make the wrong choice and we see lots of potential for that going forward.

NEVILLE HOBSON: You’ve been listening to the third Business Assurance.com Climate Change podcast on “What Assures Consumers on Climate Change,” brought to you by Lloyds Register Quality Assurance, LRQA. For more information on LRQA, visit www.lrqa.com.

For information about the “What Assures Consumers on Climate Change” report, and to download a free copy, visit www.businessassurance.com.

We’d like to thank all the participants in this podcast for their time and insight. 

I’m Neville Hobson thanking you for listening to this podcast from the Climate Change section of the Business Assurance dot com website. The new section also features a climate change blog, news on relevant topics, an extensive resources section as well as a global events calendar.

We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, click “add comment” at the bottom of any page at www.businessassurance.com.

