Businesses Take Action on Global Warming

Businesses, large and small, are no longer debating the merits of global warming; they are taking concrete actions to address this major problem.  Emerging regulatory policies, intensifying shareholder activism, growing fiduciary concerns and an increasing array of viable clean energy options are all trends making climate change issues relevant to business enterprises.  
Businesses are beginning to seek nationwide climate change regulation given the rise of numerous state and city regulations.   In the U.S. 279 cities have signed on to Kyoto targets.  California has passed legislation to reduce all emissions from all industries by 25% by 2020.  Seven northeast states are on their way to capping and trading emissions from power plants, and six western governors are proposing federal action.(1)  In April of 2006, a number of companies including Shell, BP, GE and Duke Energy informed the Senate that they were prepared for U.S. Federal Government limits on greenhouse emissions.(2)  On January 19, 2007, 10 major U.S. based corporations and four environmental groups announced what they called an “unprecedented alliance” to push for quicker action against global warming – urging lawmakers to pass mandatory curbs on carbon emissions, including those from power plants, transportation and buildings.(3)  
So what are businesses doing to combat global warming?  They are increasing energy efficiency, securing offsets of emissions, sourcing more renewable-based energy and reducing packaging and waste.  Companies are finding that taking action makes good business sense and opens up new business opportunities.
Energy Efficiency

Amory B. Lovins, head of the Rocky Mountain Institute, a nonprofit energy and environmental think tank stated:  “Efficiency is cheaper than fuel.”  Dupont uses 7% less energy than it did in 1990, despite producing 30% more goods.   It has saved $2B and cut emissions by 65%.(4)  Stonyfield Farm, the leading producer of organic yogurt in the world, has saved $1.4 million and 29 Million Kilowatt hours of energy by improving the efficiency of its operations.(5)
Building operations’ energy efficiency can provide some huge savings.  Small changes like changing to compact fluorescent light bulbs can yield significant energy savings.  To illustrate, if every American home replaced just one light bulb with an ENERGY STAR compact fluorescent light bulb, we would save enough energy to light more than 2.5 million homes for a year and prevent greenhouse gases equivalent to the emissions of nearly 800,000 cars.(6)  Caterpillar, REI, Banana Republic and 3M are just a few companies with “Green Buildings” designed to lessen energy usage.

Transportation also provides opportunities to increase energy efficiency.  Wal-Mart intends to double the fuel efficiency of its fleet within10 years, saving $310M a year.  Lee Scott the CEO of Wal-Mart stated, “By being a leader, we will not only change OUR fleet, but eventually change trucks everywhere in the world..”(1)  The White Dog Cafe’, a climate savvy restaurant in Philadelphia, procures all of its food from a network of local, organic, family farmers.  This practice substantially reduces carbon emissions.  
Local food procurement could become a growing trend.  The food industry uses 15-20 percent of the total energy consumed in industrialized countries.  Today the average American food molecule travels 1500 miles.  Bon Appetit, Kaiser Permanente, Kroger, McDonalds, Sodexho, Sysco, Wal-Mart and Whole Foods are currently engaged in local food and agricultural procurement pilots.(1)
Emission Offsets

In addition to improving energy efficiency, some companies are also offsetting some of their remaining greenhouse emissions with purchases of  emission offsets.  In 2005 the market volume of greenhouse gas trades was approximately $10B.  This is expected to grow to $2 trillion by 2012, according to a recent projection by a consortium of financial institutions.(7)  Examples closer to home involve Expedia and REI.  Expedia now offers customers the opportunity to offset the climate impacts of their airline travel.  The program has been embraced by their customers.  “In the first days of the program, Expedia customers offset more than a million pounds of carbon dioxide.”(8)  Starting in 2007, REI Adventures will offset 100% of the climate-altering carbon emissions generated by air, water and land travel with each of their trips.(9)  Many companies, large and small are making investments in programs that either remove existing carbon from the atmosphere or prevent additional carbon from being released.
Renewable Energy

Companies are making investments in renewable energy.  Staples is launching New England’s largest solar power installation which will supply 15 percent of the company’s 500,000 square foot distribution center.  FedEx runs its Oakland airport operations almost exclusively on solar power.  In June 2006 Nike’s Customer Service Center in Laakdal, Belgium, began receiving electricity from a 9 megawatt wind power park located on its premises, making it one of the largest corporate onsite wind power projects in Europe.(10)
When electricity from renewable sources is not available through local utilities or directly to a company’s operations, companies can choose to purchase ‘renewable energy credits’ (RECs).  An REC represents one megawatt hour of renewable energy as measured from the generator, wherever that may be.  The generator sells the renewable energy onto the local grid as a commodity.  Companies are supporting the growth of renewable energy sources through their purchase of RECs.  Tom Parish, a corporate properties director for Wells Fargo stated, “The more you can help produce renewable energy sources, the less dependent we will be on oil and natural gas, which could in turn lower energy prices.”
Packaging and Waste

Waste prevention and recycling can save energy and reduce emissions.  Clif Bar Inc., a leading maker of energy and nutrition foods, redesigned their packaging and eliminated 90,000 lbs. of shrink-wrap.(5)  Through Stonyfield Farms reuse and recycling program, 8000 metric tons of CO2 emissions were avoided. (5) 
Summary

“Companies are taking action now because doing nothing is a strategy that is running out of steam.  Like it or not, U.S. industry is beginning to accept that the issue of climate change is not going away.”  -  Fortune Magazine 2006  (1)
Businesses leading the way on climate change are preparing themselves for the future.  The trends point to significant change in the  political and regulatory landscape, shaped by our warming planet.  In many cases, businesses working on reducing their greenhouse emissions are actually increasing their profits, creating new business opportunities, while earning points with their customers and stakeholders for becoming greener.
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