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Spotlight

- The other half of the story: Moving beyond climate as a risk and a 

climate neutral agenda with the leading companies that wants to give  

an overall positive climate contribution and don’t see zero as their vision

Winners in a low carbon economy

During the work with a number of 
companies to develop strategies that 
can ensure that they can become 
winners in a low carbon economy, 
and how they can contribute to 
reduced emissions, it has become 
obvious that many of the most 
important contributions to reduced 
CO2 emissions is not due to reduced 
internal emissions, and especially 
not the direct emissions from the 
company. Even when the whole value 
chain, from extraction to end-use, is 
measured it has become clear that 
positive contributions most of the 
times could not be captured with 
traditional methods and are excluded 
from existing reporting systems. 

I would like to emphasize that it is 
still important for companies to map, 
understand and work to reduce their 
footprint. Still if we are to reach the 
reductions needed and also be able 
to combine the CO2 reductions with 
a more resource efficient society that 

take care also about other natural 
resources as well as integrating a 
development perspective that support 
an accelerated development that 
can lift people out of poverty a new 
approach is needed. 

Introduction

For too long climate change has 
been seen as a threat to business, 
something that is dealt with by the 
same people that try to comply with 
different kind of legislations or as 
something that the PR department 
are asked to deal with. It is time to 
leave these days behind us. The 
transition to a low carbon economy 
needs corporate leadership and those 
companies need a framework that 
rewards them as leaders. 

Instead of looking at climate change 
as an environmental problem, where 
the best thing a company can do is to 
reach zero pollution, it is time to look 

at how a company also can become 
part of the solution. Instead of having 
zero, or carbon neutral, as a target we 
need companies that have a target 
that also make them a net contributor 
of sustainable energy solutions, to 
become Climate Positive. 

So far most reporting systems and 
environmental work has focused on 
reduction of emissions. While this is 
good it is only half the story. In the 
same way as a company looks at 
both reducing costs and increasing 
incomes a company should not only 
look at how they reduce their negative 
impact, they should also focus on 
how they can increase their positive 
contribution. 

To become Climate Positive require 
a new perspective where companies 
focus on how their business affect 
the world around them. The Climate 
Positive contribution can be divided 
into three parts.
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Direct Climate Positive contribution,  !

when a company moves from 
a user of energy that has been 
produced in a way that generates 
CO2 to become a net producer 
of renewable energy. This could 
happen if a supplier shift business 
model and instead of using 
electricity to heat the building start 
to produce its own electricity using 
renewable energy. If the company 
manage to produce a surplus it 
could be exported back to the grid 
and generate a Climate Positive 
contribution. A store that in the 
same way shift from coal power 
to renewable like wind and solar 
could help charge electric cars or 
sell electricity back to the grid.

 I nd i r ec t  C l ima te  Pos i t i ve  !

contribution, when a company 
does something that allows other 
to direct reduce their emissions. 
A supplier could for example 
sell pellets that allow a utility to 
move from coal power to bio-
energy. A company could also sell 
energy efficient appliances and 
renewable energy equipments, 
like solar panels. This is often 
more important, but also more 
difficult to calculate than the direct 
Climate Positive contribution.

 Sys temic  C l imate  Pos i t i ve  !

contribution, when a company 
does something that triggers a 
broader change in society. The 
systemic effect can be described as 
a trend setting aspect. For a retailer 
the two most important aspects of 
a trends setting contribution are 
low carbon customer support and 
low carbon business development 
support. Examples of low carbon 
customer support are kitchen 
appliances that help people chose 
low carbon food, store the food 

more optimal and waste less 
food.  It could also be furniture 
and solutions that help people 
to have a more flexible work 
situation that reduce the need 
for traveling to the office or fly 
to meetings. An example of low 
carbon business models could be 
when a traditionally store based 
retailer move to a e-commerce 
based business model with low 
carbon home delivery and invest 
in solutions that make it simple 
for other companies to follow suit.  
These systemic Climate Positive 
contributions are often the most 
important, but also the most 
difficult to measure. Ensuring that 
indicative numbers on this effect 
can be calculated is important in 
order to not only focus on those 
areas where calculations are 
easier, but also less important.

It is important that a focus on Climate 
Positive is not used at the expense 
of actions to reduce the companiesÕ 
emissions. Many companies still 
struggle to embrace a perspective 
where they address their emissions 
over whole value chain, and some 
that are really far from a sustainable 
approach still purchase offsets for their 

direct emissions and call themselves 
ÒCarbon NeutralÓ.  

Looking at the positive contributions 
requires a perspective where the whole 
value chain is included and then both 
the emissions and the contribution 
must be assessed. This paper use 
the case of the retailing sector to see 
how a company can become Climate 
Positive, but first letÕs start by taking a 
few steps back.

2008 is a historic year. The history 
books will mark 2008 as the first year 
in human history when more people 
lived in cities than rural areas.1  Over 
the coming decades, virtually all of 
the population growth in the world, 
two billion people, will take place in 
urban environments.  In conjunction, 
global energy and natural resource 
use is increasing rapidly, with energy 
demand expected to increase by more 
than 50 per cent during this time if 
current trends continue.2  Significant is 
also the fact that emerging economies 
are still only modest users of natural 
resources per capita.

At the same time, the world needs a 
dramatic reduction of CO2 emissions. 
According to scientists we must 
reverse a more than 150 year-old 
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1 http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2008/pop961.doc.htm
2  http://www.eia.doe.gov/oiaf/ieo/index.html
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trend of almost exponential growth 
in global CO2 emissions to avoid a 
climate catastrophe. The window of 
opportunity is less than a decade.

Never before has such a transformation 
of global infrastructure taken place 
in so short a period of time as 
what is currently needed. Immense 
pressure on the planet demands a 
dramatic increase in urban solutions 
that can improve quality of life 
without consuming excessive natural 
resources. This will require that the 
rich people on the planet are provided 
with solutions that can increase the 
quality of life, while dramatically 
reduce the use of energy and natural 
resources. At the same time we must 
ensure that the poor people on the 
planet can be lifted out of poverty 
without following in the old footsteps 
of the rich.

There is money to be made in this 
transition. Seen from a traditional 
perspective, future energy infrastructure 
investment decisions are expected to 
exceed US$20 trillion between 2005 
and 2030.3  If we change perspective, 

and think about low carbon solutions 
where construction and transportation 
infrastructure is also included, this 
number must be multiplied many 
times over.4

Looking at potential financial resources 
for this transition it is easy to see that 
the traditional financial markets in 
the OECD must play an important 
role, but other sources should not be 
ignored. ChinaÕs trade surplus has 
surged to reach a record US$262 
billion in 2007 and an important 
factor is that Òthe era of cheap raw 
materialsÓ is said to be over. 5,6

Between 2004 and 2008, the 
cumulative additional export revenue 
(relative to the 2001-02 level) from 
oil and gas for the Middle East and 
Central Asian oil-exporting countries 
will amount to almost US$2 trillion. 
Already on the second day of 2008, 
oil hit US$100 a barrel and by mid 
2008 it hovering between US$120-
140. Due to the financial crisis the 
price has been sinking. The fact that 
oil prices will increase again when the 
economy recovers is without doubt, 

the question is to what level. These 
price fluctuations have surprised most 
experts and only 2007 IEA released 
their assessment of how oil prices 
would develop. In the original graph 
from IEA below a dotted green line 
representing the actual development 
has been added. By September the 
oil price was US$100 and media was 
reporting this as ÒlowÓ. What should 
be remembered is that price is still 
above what the price was expected to 
be 2030 in a high growth scenario by 
IEA last year.

The increased cost of oil and other 
natural resources have already had 
a profound effects on many sectors, 
not the least the automotive industry. 
Only a few years ago few would have 
guessed that in May 2008 Business 
week would have ÒGMÕs challenge: 
Live green or dieÓ on its cover.7  The 
car and especially SUVs had become 
the very symbol of inefficient and anti-
climate behavior. Today it is easy to 
ask why this article and discussion 
came earlier and those who criticize 
groups for being too radical when 
they say that companies must go 
bankrupt if they continue on a resource 
intensive should ask themselves if they 
contributed to the current crisis by 
delaying the necessary changes in 
different business sectors.  
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3 http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/2006.asp
4  E.g. only urban infrastructure will require 40 trillion dollars the next 25 years http://www.strategy-business.com/press/article/07104?gko=a8c38
5  http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/e83a2524-c013-11dc-b0b7-0000779fd2ac.html?nclick_check=1
6  http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/display.article?id=8290
7  http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/08_21/b4085036665789.htm
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As the natural resource constrains 
cont inue to increase and oi l 
dependence is a national security 
challenge, economic problem and 
significant contributor to climate 
change more companies and countries 
would like to accelerate efforts to 
move beyond the oil dependence 
and reduce carbon emissions. So far 
the focus has been very much on the 
oil companies themselves, energy 
companies with coal production and 
car companies as a key consumer of 
oil, but as these companies constitute 
only one part of the challenge we will 
most certainly see more attention, and 
criticism towards those companies and 
decision makers that are contributing 
to high resource consumption and 
encourage people to own cars. 

R e t a i l i n g 
companies with 
supermarke t 
situated outside 
city centers and 
the city planner 
that support this 
development 
work under the  
assumption that 

people will take the car there and 
often contribute to urban sprawl that 
makes public transport more difficult 
will definitely come up for scrutiny.

Oil is not the only commodity where 
prices have increased dramatically 
and the hope for simple solutions 
when it comes to oil, like ethanol, has 
rapidly vanished. It is today obvious 
that resource efficient solutions are 
needed and that companies that 
was leading in the first generation 
of environmental work, can not take 
any leadership for granted. This might 
be especially true for the retailing 
sector that so far have not been held 
accountable for their contribution in 

the areas of transportation, production 
and consumption. A reactive approach 
with incremental improvements is no 
longer possible. For many retailers 
there is however now a window of 
opportunity to act before the media 
spotlight hits them and embark on a 
proactive sustainability journey. 

An example on how fast the world 
is changing could be seen in the 
landmark jury decision that the 
threat of global warming is so great 
that campaigners were justified in 
causing more than £35,000 worth 
of damage to a coal-fired power 
station. In a verdict that shocked 
ministers and energy companies 
the jury at Maidstone Crown Court 
cleared six Greenpeace activists of 
criminal damage.8  Jurors accepted 
defence arguments that the six had a 
Òlawful excuseÓ to damage property 
at Kingsnorth power station in Kent to 
prevent even greater damage caused 
by climate change.

For a retailer that is contributing to 
increased car use with locations of 
stores that require people to use cars 
this trend could result in a situation 
where it is not only is harder to get 
permission for new stores, but that 
people who destroy the retailers 
property in an attempt to slow down 
the increased car use would be 
seen as the right thing to do by the 
legal system, the general public and 
scientific experts.

The following was written in the 
Independent after the coal power 
trial and it might be one indication 
that the sense of urgency is no longer 
something that only scientist and 
NGOs are trying to communicate, but 
is integrated into the legal system.

During the eight-day trial, the worldÕs 
leading climate scientist, Professor 

James Hansen of Nasa, who had 
flown from American to give evidence, 
appealed to the Prime Minister 
personally to Òtake a leadership roleÓ 
in cancelling the plan and scrapping 
the idea of a coal-fired future for 
Britain. Last December he wrote to 
Mr Brown with a similar appeal. At 
the trial, he called for an moratorium 
on all coal-fired power stations, and 
his hour-long testimony about the 
gravity of the climate danger, which 
painted a bleak picture, was listened 
to intently by the jury of nine women 
and three men.

Professor Hansen, who first alerted the 
world to the global warming threat 
in June 1988 with testimony to a US 
senate committee in Washington, and 
who last year said the earth was in 
Òimminent perilÓ from the warming 
atmosphere, asserted that emissions 
of CO 2 from Kings-north would 
damage property through the effects 
of the climate change they would help 
to cause.

He was one of several leading public 
figures who gave evidence for the 
defence, including Zac Goldsmith, the 
Conservative parliamentary candidate 
for Richmond Park and director of the 
Ecologist magazine, who similarly 
told the jury that in his opinion, 
direct action could be justified in 
the minds of many people if it was 
intended to prevent larger crimes 
being committed.9 

Having world leading scientists and 
conservative politicians defending a 
crime is not very common, but might 
be an indicator of how wide the 
gap between the understanding of 
the challenge, sometimes called the 
greatest threat to human civilization, 
based on the scientific findings that 
politicians and business leaders have 
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8 http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/cleared-jury-decides-that-threat-of-global-warming-justifies-breaking-the-law-925561.html
9 http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/cleared-jury-decides-that-threat-of-global-warming-justifies-breaking-the-law-925561.html
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accepted and the actions they take 
when it comes to concrete actions 
and investments.

The world needs leadership and 
besides entering the history books as 
the historic threshold for urbanization, 
2008 could also be written in as the 
first year in a transition towards a 
global low-carbon economy. 2008 
holds open the prospect of the global 
community witnessing the very first, 
concrete steps in such a low carbon 
transition.

In order to ensure a low-carbon 
leadership it is important to encourage 
companies that are leaders. Today 
leadership beyond incremental CO2 
reductions, that also make short-term 
economic sense, is seldom rewarded 
and most consultants today focus 
on identifying low-hanging fruits. As 
we need companies that redefine 
current business models and becomes 
winners in a low carbon economy 
it is important to develop systems 
that donÕt only look to reduce their 
emissions as much as possible. 
Attention and rewards must be given 
to those that aim to have an overall 
positive impact. 

This kind of low carbon leadership 
could be provided by companies in 
the retailing sector by embarking on 
a climate positive path.

Possible ways forward

In order to capture the possibilities that 
the transition to a low carbon economy 
present six shifts in perspective are 
recommended. 

The key difference between a problem 
cased approach and an opportunity 
based approach is the goal of the 
work. As long as the goal is to keep 
the risk down and reduce costs the 
external drivers will be media and 
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legislation. This means that the 
best people to deal with this is the 
PR department and environmental 
experts that try to save money and 
ensure compliance. They often 
focus on what is easy to see (stores/
products) and the legal responsibility. 
The approach is primarily reactive as it 
is all about meeting outside demand 
and protecting the core business.

When the focus shift to opportunities 
to satisfy needs and make money, 
i.e. the very idea why companies 
exist, things change. The driver is 
now new markets and customers. The 
responsibility moves into the heart and 
up to the top of the company. The 
focus is not only where the companyÕs 
impact is the most significant, it also 
shift from an internal focus where it is 
about reducing the internal emissions 
to a situation where the focus is 
on helping others to reduce their 
emissions. In short it is a proactive 
approach.

For  fu r the r  d i scuss ions  and 
recommendations on the shift from 
risk to opportunity for companies 
please see the joint WWF and CII 
report ÒIndian companies with 
solutions that the world needs 
Sector -Sustainability as a driver for 
innovation and profitÓ. 

Problem Opportunity

Goal Low risk/ Low cost Sat is fy ing needs/  New 
revenues 

Driver Media/Legislation New markets/Customers 

Responsible PR/CSR manager SMT/CEO 

Focus What is easy to see/most 
legal responsibility

Where the companyÕs impact 
is the most significant

Climate change Reduce CO2 in  the 
company

Help others to reduce their 
emissions

Approach Reactive Proactive (creating markets 
and legislation)Õ
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