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    The Customer is the Planet: A handbook for sustainable business is a powerful blueprint that redefines business success by putting the planet first. The book explores urgent issues such as climate change, pollution, water resources, and biodiversity, and offers sharp insights and actionable strategies for businesses to embed sustainability at every level. With a strong focus on emerging regulatory frameworks and reporting obligations, the book is an essential resource for forward-thinking leaders committed to long-term, planet-friendly growth. A must-read for anyone serious about integrating sustainability into their business model.




    ROBERTA BOSCOLO, Climate & Energy Leader, World Meteorological Organization




    What an incredible book! It’s easy to read and clearly explains what’s at stake for companies in terms of sustainability, offering valuable insights on how to embark on this journey. Highly inspiring for ESG practitioners, it’s a must-read for decision-makers and employees aiming to position their company in a rapidly changing world where sustainability is crucial.




    SEBASTIAN JURAS, Sustainability & Transformation Director, Alcatel-Lucent Enterprise




    A brilliant dissection of what we are getting so very wrong in today's society and economy and how we can put it right. It brings structure and clarity to the complex amalgam of science, policy, reporting and standards that so often acts as an impediment to action. And, crucially, it puts people at the heart of the problem and the solution.




    MIKE BARRY, Strategic Advisor on Sustainable Business and former Director of Sustainable Business, Marks & Spencer




    A ‘how to’ handbook that is a great read for any sustainability and circular economy professional – for beginners and experts alike. It's great to see various practices, topics and new trends that we have to manage in a business on a daily basis come together in one piece. It’s an easy and practical read – and sharpens the vision: why we are all doing this. A 'purpose book' that hopefully many get to read!




    HARALD TEPPER, Global Lead – Circular Economy, EcoDesign & ESG Transformation, Royal Philips




    The Customer is the Planet is a must-read for any business leader serious about sustainability. It's not just a guide – it's a call to action that challenges us to rethink our impact and make meaningful changes that benefit both people and the planet.




    GEOFF HUCKER, CEO & Founder, Work for Impact




    If you're looking to get serious about sustainability in your business, The Customer is the Planet is the guide you need. It’s packed with practical tips and real talk on how to put the planet at the heart of what you do. Honestly, it’s a must-read if you care about making a difference while staying successful.




    DAN SHERRARD-SMITH, Founder & CEO, MotherTree




    The authors skilfully guide readers through the history of climate change, offering a clear explanation of its key drivers while sharing their insightful vision for the future. The Customer is the Planet provides crucial illumination for businesses navigating the increasing tide of regulations and shifting public sentiment. As a company committed to decarbonising cement, reducing the environmental footprint of steel manufacturing and aggregates processing, and conserving vital natural resources, this book has been instrumental in refining our strategic approach to an ever-evolving business landscape. The Customer is the Planet outlines a comprehensive roadmap of forthcoming laws, regulations, expectations, and enforcement, empowering business leaders to prepare effectively for the challenges ahead.




    REUBEN MAXBAUER, Director, Edw. C. Levy Co.




    A compelling and thorough guide to transforming every aspect of our businesses to truly reach sustainability. The Customer is the Planet also provides motivation, a moral case for change and a hopeful image of the future world we could leave our descendants. Great work.




    MARK SCHRUPP, Executive Director, Detroit/Wayne County Port Authority




    The Customer is the Planet is a transformative guide that flips the script on traditional business thinking, making it clear that the planet isn't just a stakeholder – it's the ultimate customer. The book masterfully illustrates how aligning with natural systems isn't just ethical; it's a strategic necessity for businesses to thrive in a world where sustainability drives success. It's a wake-up call for companies to rethink their impact and see environmental stewardship as the core of their business model. This book aligns perfectly with our ethos at Oxygen Conservation, where we believe that businesses can – and must – be a force for good. By integrating environmental considerations into every decision, companies can unlock new opportunities and contribute to a regenerative economy. The Customer is the Planet is essential reading for anyone serious about leading their business into a sustainable future.




    RICH STOCKDALE, Ph.D., Founder & CEO, Oxygen Conservation




    The Customer is the Planet will help you navigate a path from why, to what if, to how might we? The book gives you space to really think about what’s possible and the confidence that together we can shape a much better world where everyone and everything thrives.




    DONNA OKELL, CEO, UK for Good




    The Customer is the Planet is not just a book; it is a manifesto calling on us to act with urgency and hope for our environment. As a repository of insightful contributions from leading sustainability thought-leaders, this book stands as a beacon of inspiration. It underscores that the journey towards sustainability isn't just about individual action but about global collaboration. At illuminem.com, we resonate deeply with this message, seeing it reflected in the dedication of our global community who look up to these thought-leaders for guidance and example. This extraordinary book serves not only as a message of hope but as a profound symbol of collaborative potential across countries and topics, united in a singular mission for our planet.




    ANDREA GORI, Founder & CEO, Illuminem




    An innovative sustainability book structured around the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) framework. Renowned interdisciplinary experts connect together their pieces of knowledge and experience, offering us an enlightened vision of the sustainability challenges and ways to act. An inspiration for anyone leading or supporting businesses through their sustainable transition.




    SABRINA DEDEURWAERDER, ESG Consultant, SuReal




    I read the book with a very open mind. Daily, I am developing biobased construction-materials, and there is no doubt that we have to shift from the oil-based to a bio-based economy. This book is a fantastic guide to help businesses transition and find a balance between a healthy planet and a future for us and our next generations.




    FREDERIK VERSTRAETE, CEO, C-biotech




    At long last, a book has emerged that captures the essence of a truly Earth-centric perspective: The Customer is the Planet is a guerilla guide for world changers, impact entrepreneurs, and passionate activists. Collaboratively penned by 17 visionary thought-leaders, it generously delves into every crucial sustainability concept, illuminating them with clear examples. Now every adventurer eager to shape a sustainable future has a navigation map.




    STEFAAN VANDIST, author & keynote speaker; Senior Storytelling Coach, We Are Impact Collective




    The Customer Is the Planet is a book that truly understands the challenges faced by sustainability leaders today, offering a timely shift in focus from carbon to ecosystems, nature, and biodiversity. The authors provide practical strategies to help business leaders consider their reliance on the more-than-human world, and how to reconcile this crucial relationship.




    LARA BIRKES, former Chief Sustainability Officer, Hewlett Packard Enterprise; Sonder Inc., Director of Strategic Partnerships & Initiatives, Virgin Unite, Biomimicry enthusiast, ESG advisor, board member, and wildlife advocate




    At a perplexing and worrying time, we at last get a single powerful book that brings together everything that a genuinely sustainable business should think about and act on. It’s all here: personal insights, deep expertise, clear explanations and, above all, the reassuring sense that sympathetic hands are guiding and nudging us towards a safer pathway.




    DAVID SHUKMAN, Science Editor, BBC News, turned independent consultant, speaker and moderator




    Now more than ever, sustainability is becoming a moral imperative. I am honoured to provide a testimonial for this book. Referencing the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) as guiding principles, The Customer is the Planet takes us on a journey through key sustainability topics to a key message: the planet is our first and ultimate customer and stakeholder. Through thought-provoking questions and frameworks, the authors use storytelling to inspire us to live a truly sustainable life with our planet. Whether you are a seasoned sustainability professional or a newcomer, there is something you can learn from this book. The collective effort of The Customer is the Planet is a stark reminder of what we need now the most: a collective effort to curb carbon emissions, reverse climate change and set ourselves on a path of true sustainability.




    GIULIA MARZETTI, former European Commission Policy Officer and TEDx Speaker
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    DISCLAIMER




    It’s important that you read this page …




    The information and advice provided in this book is based on the personal experiences and knowledge of the authors and is intended for general educational purposes only. It is not a substitute for professional legal, accounting, financial, sustainability, general management, or other advice. Since every company and situation is unique, the reader is solely responsible for evaluating the applicability of any information or advice to their own specific circumstances and should seek the advice of qualified professionals before taking any action related to the topics covered in this book. The authors, editor and publisher disclaim all liability in connection with the use of this book.




    If you do not agree, please stop reading now.
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    PREFACE




    In an era of mounting global challenges, sustainable change will only happen, if we all decide to make it happen. That fact is often forgotten.




    One key ingredient that not many want to talk about is that this necessitates all of us to dare to look beyond our own interests: to create real spaces for collaboration, where sustainable change can emerge.




    This book exemplifies such a new approach; written by building on the collective wisdom of LinkedIn’s top sustainability thought-leaders and content-creators who represent the voices of 100.000s of followers.




    Our diverse voices, often unheard in mainstream discourse, offer a fresh perspective on building trust and driving positive change. By bridging divides and fostering collaboration, we aim to accelerate progress towards a sustainable future.




    This book embodies the power of community and knowledge-sharing, challenging readers to look beyond self-interest and embrace the collaborative spirit needed for transformative action.




    

      Donal Daly, Ingrid De Doncker, David Carlin, Carlos Terol, Harald Friedl, Elena Doms, Dr William Beer, T.A.O. Garraty, Oliver Dauert, Marije De Roos, Elin Bergman, Anna Triponel, Minou Schillings, Joy Njeri, Kowawa Kapukaja Apurinã, Tiago Paes Vilas Boas, Orla Carolan


    


  




  

    INTRODUCTION




    Donal Daly




    Dad”, my son said, “should I be worried?”




    “Why would you be worried?”, I responded.




    In my mind I was wondering what might be causing concern. Christian was 15, and while I recognise that for teenagers these days there are many more distractions, pressures and expectations than there were when I was his age, I had no indication that there might be something up. He wasn’t struggling in school, he seemed to have a healthy social life and he was doing pretty well in sports. What could be on his mind?




    We were just finished dinner, so I looked at him, my head cocked, as if to say, “Well, go on.”




    He looked at me and then posed “The Question”.




    “Will the planet still be OK when I am your age?”




    I was floored. Not because he asked The Question – he was intellectually curious and I enjoyed our frequent discussions about an eclectic range of topics – but because I did not have an honest answer that I wanted to give to a 15-year old boy.




    The age gap between us is 44 years. This was 2018. Will the planet still be in a good shape in 2062? Well, not at the current course and speed. Not unless we act. So my question to myself was, “What could I do about it?” I certainly couldn’t sit by and do nothing.




    The New York satirist Fran Lebowitz said:




    

      Think before you speak. Read before you think. This will give you something to think about that you didn’t make up yourself.


    




    So, I got to reading, and thinking, and listening, and now I am ready to speak.




    I feel terribly privileged to have been able to pull together the outstanding list of creators and collaborators who you see here as co-authors of this book. The knowledge, experience and generosity they bring to this project is extraordinary.




    I have been actively engaged in human rights for a few decades and have a reasonably well-developed sense of social and environmental justice. But, until the moment of The Question, I did nothing to address the systemic environmental, social and governance changes that I now know have long been necessary. How we use the limited resources of the planet, the inequity of resource distribution, the consequences on the Global South of the over-consumption by the Global North, the perilous state of our air, water and food infrastructures were not actively on my daily To Do list. That is not an excuse, just a statement of fact.




    By contrast, most of the collaborators in this book have made the mission of saving the planet for future generations their life’s work. The work of these climate pioneers – they are not just climate activists pursuing a once-off single topic, but career-long climate pioneers forging a path forward for the benefit of humankind – is a privilege to witness.




    These collaborators, who are working for your future, could have been the “crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the square holes … the ones who see things differently … the ones who are crazy enough to think that they can change the world” referenced in the iconic Apple ad from Steve Jobs in 1997. They, and their kin, will change the world. These are my “crazy ones”.




    But changing the world isn’t easy. It was in fact Steve Jobs who proclaimed:




    

      You can’t connect the dots looking forward, you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future.


    




    To trust that connection, you must understand the forces at play. First, you must consider and understand the dots, before you can connect them. This is part of the challenge of transforming a business for sustainable performance. If you do the work, expand your knowledge, learn from others, collaborate and co-create, deliberate on the details, then you can trust your informed instinct to connect the dots. This book can be the link to make your connections.




    Albert Einstein defined insanity as doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. If I extrapolate Einstein’s point, patterns that repeat can matter and inform but only when they point to informed causations, and not spurious correlations. Anthropogenic activities – human behaviour – have been a causative contributor to climate change for over a century.1 If we are to believe Einstein, it follows that, by doing more of the same activity, we will likely get more of the same outcome. Bearing in mind that the global population has doubled in the last 50 years – from 4 billion on April 1974 to 8.1 billion in April 2024 – we don’t really want twice the number of people doing the same things over and over again. That would not be good. In fact, based on the increasing pace of climate change, that would be a disaster.




    Imagine that you are in a room just big enough, with just enough food, and just enough oxygen, to comfortably accommodate four people who are moderately active and consuming responsibly. Now imagine four more people entered the room, and everyone’s activity level is increasing, and the consumption – of food, oxygen, or both – is out of control. The room quickly runs out of food and oxygen, and it becomes uncomfortably warm. That’s what is happening on our planet.




    There are a lot more of us, and we are all busier and consuming more than our ancestors.2 Unless you subscribe to population control, our only option is to reduce our consumption and activity levels. In our homes, our workplaces and our nations, we need to stop doing the same things over and over again – consuming more than we need, burning vast quantities of fossil fuels, eating an increasingly meat-based diet. We can choose to do different and better things.




    To opt for a better way means first we need to have a vision for the future and then we must acquire the knowledge that shows us how to get there: how to live, work and play differently. That’s what this book is about.




    Pierre-Simon Laplace, a 19th century French mathematician, theorised that, given perfect knowledge, we could make perfect predictions. Wouldn’t that be wonderful, being omniscient, having all the answers? We know, however, that the pursuit of perfect knowledge is an endless and thankless task, but the pursuit of domain-specific knowledge in the area of sustainability can be less of a Sisyphean task than it may first appear.




    While ‘sustainability’ is wide and deep – it is after all a planet-sized problem – there are structures, frameworks and experts to help you lead your organisation through your sustainability / environmental, social and governance (ESG) strategy, execution, reporting, measurement and compliance. Our hope is that much of that fount of knowledge is found here and in the related resources. Our wish for this book is that it will be a fellow-traveller and support for your endeavour, and your compass on your sustainability journey to build a vision for the future and a transition plan to get there.




    Perhaps somewhere in the mélange of the perspectives of these three geniuses – Jobs, Einstein and Laplace – lies the truth. As we trend towards imperfect knowledge, but the best knowledge available, albeit in the limited domain of sustainability for business, we increase our ability to shape our future behaviour, and our actual future, through intelligently derived and more informed insights and strategies.




    This time, this time today, right now, is a time to stop and think, to consider the dots, and to evaluate the patterns. It is time to value and respect the need for knowledge and critical assessment, and then do something about it. Reacting to time pressures, the need for immediate corporate results and personal gratification, rewarding ourselves or being rewarded by others, getting the job done and moving on – we don’t always take the time to deliberate. In corporate-land, sometimes we juggle the fridge-magnet vocabulary of business-speak without critical assessment, consume bumper sticker pronouncements in the time it takes us to swipe to the next screen, often without taking the time to digest or reflect or consider the fact that, while we each have individual, family, corporate, or national pursuits, we are all part of the same planet, looking to solve the same problem for the same future.




    Together, through this book and other related resources, we are seeking to collaborate with businesses to make it easier to respond to the challenges of the climate crisis, the attendant social upheaval, and the corporate challenges – strategy, execution and compliance – that accompany the greatest business transformation challenge of our generation. This book is intended to equip changemakers in business with the knowledge to make better choices for their business, for people and for the planet, and to ease their journey. This book is intended to chart the path, educate the changemakers and collaborators, and to entice others to make this the new normal.




    Paraphrasing and combining Francois Guizot and Noam Chomsky:3




    

      The future belongs to the optimists. Unless you believe that the future can be better, you are unlikely to step up and take responsibility for making it so.


    




    Delivering a sustainable future for today’s generation and future generations is within our grasp. We need to face forward, shoulders back, our faces to the wind, and the goodwill of future generations at our backs.




    Whoever our customers are, whatever markets we serve, whether we are consumer or manufacturer, legislator or regulator, environmentalist or activist, politician or voter, parent or child, we know that we only have one planet.




    This planet is our only source of resource, and its resources are finite. In business, and in everything we do, to serve current and future generations, we must acknowledge that the customer is the planet and the planet is our customer – a customer that we must unswervingly serve and support.




    We need to be optimistic, to believe in the possibility of a better future for people and planet.




    Can you do this?




    This book aims to show you how.




    Donal Daly
 Cork, August 2024




     




    1 National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration. ESRL Global Monitoring Division – Global Greenhouse Gas Reference Network (2005). Available at: http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/trends/history.html.




    2 Over the last 50 years, there has been a significant global increase in consumption per capita. The availability of food, measured in average caloric supply, has consistently increased globally since 1961, notably in Asia and Africa (https://ourworldindata.org/food-supply). Water withdrawal and freshwater use has grown over the last 50 years (https://www.worldometers.info/water). There has been an increase in per capita energy consumption, as the world transitioned from coal to oil and then to natural gas https://transportgeography.org/contents/chapter4/transportation-and-energy/world-energy-consumption/.




    3 Francois Guizot said, “The future belongs to the optimists. Pessimists are only spectators”. Noam Chomsky said, “Optimism is strategy for making a better future. Unless you believe that the future can be better, you are unlikely to step up and take responsibility for making it so”.
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    THE CUSTOMER IS THE PLANET




    Donal Daly




    THE HISTORY & FUTURE OF SUSTAINABILITY




    Climate change isn’t a distant storm on the horizon; it’s a relentless force reshaping our world. The unapologetic rise in temperatures, erratic weather patterns, and the increasing frequency of extreme events are the alarm bells Nature rings in our ears. We know that we need to do something. We know that a sustainability mindset is no longer an option; it’s a survival strategy.




    The good news is that we can stand on the shoulder of giants to lift us up, those sustainability evangelists who have come up with ways to mitigate the harm that we are doing and evolve a process of adjustment to the increasing climate effects. Their history begins hundreds of years ago and takes a long path to bring us the structured sustainability frameworks we have today, like the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) in Europe and International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) in the US. Let’s go through that journey now, but first let’s agree on what sustainability means.




    Although there are many definitions of sustainability, my favourite comes from the Brundtland Commission1:




    

      Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs


    




    The commission – a sub-organisation of the United Nations (UN), founded by Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, the then UN Secretary-General, who appointed Gro Harlem Brundtland, former Prime Minister of Norway, as chairperson – is best known for its report Our Common Future,2 also known as the Brundtland Report. Released in 1987, this report was one of the most significant events in the history of sustainability, as it was influential in popularising the concept of sustainable development. The Brundtland definition emphasises the need to balance economic growth, environmental protection, and social equity.




    Brundtland argued that:




    

      … the “environment” is where we live; and the “development”, what we all do in attempting to improve our lot within that abode, are inseparable.”


    




    We try to encapsulate that philosophy in the title of this book, The Customer is the Planet, which we sometimes reverse as “The Planet is the Customer.” In either case, we know the two are interlinked and inseparable.




    The Brundtland Commission’s mandate was to:




    • Re-examine the critical issues of environment and development and to formulate innovative, concrete, and realistic action proposals to deal with them;




    • Strengthen international cooperation on environment and development and assess and propose new forms of cooperation that can break out of existing patterns and influence policies and events in the direction of needed change; and to




    • Raise the level of understanding and commitment to action on the part of individuals, voluntary organisations, businesses, institutes, and governments.




    Sitting here in 2024, 37 years later, after a year of record temperatures, extreme weather and many climate-related deaths, it is clear that we still have a long way to go to integrate this thinking into how we act, and how we reimagine the systems and behaviours that underpin our future.




    But Brundtland wasn’t the beginning of sustainability thinking. If we consider that sustainability has three core principles – economic, environmental, and social – and that the equal consideration of, and a balance of impacts between, all three principles create the holistic sustainable development concept that Brundtland espoused, then we need to go way further back.




    The origins of socially responsible or ethical investing (SRI) may date back to the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers).3 In 1758, the Quaker Philadelphia Yearly Meeting prohibited members from participating in the slave trade: buying or selling humans.




    John Wesley (1703-1791), one of the founders of Methodism, outlined his basic tenets of social investing: not to harm your neighbour through your business practices and to avoid industries like tanning and chemical production, which can harm the health of workers.




    In modern times, in the 1960s, economic development projects started or managed by Dr Martin Luther King, like the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Operation Breadbasket Project in Chicago, established the model for future socially responsible investing.




    Since Brundtland, sustainable business models, regulatory frameworks and social contract models have progressed in multiple dimensions and in most jurisdictions in the world, though the progress has been marred by social and environmental conflicts that continue to remind us why changes are necessary. Developments includes:




    • 1988: The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was established by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), charged with advancing scientific knowledge about climate change caused by human activities;




    • 1989: The grounding of the Exxon Valdez oil tanker was a major environmental disaster, spilling 11 million gallons of oil and damaging 2,100 km of coastline in Alaska’s Prince William Sound on 24 March, 1989. The human and natural losses were immense;




    • 1992: The Earth Summit was a UN conference held in Rio de Janeiro in June. With 30,000 attendees, it was the largest environmentally focussed event in history. A key achievement was the establishment of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to combat dangerous human interference with the climate system and to stabilise greenhouse gas (GHG) concentrations;




    • 1996: Nike got caught up in a child labour scandal when Life magazine4 published an article featuring a photo of a young boy named Tariq from Pakistan, who was reportedly sewing Nike footballs for 60 cents a day. Nike subsequently cleaned up its act;




    • 1997: Adopted at the third Conference of the Parties (COP 3) in Kyoto, Japan, on 11 December 1997, the Kyoto Protocol extended the 1992 UNFCCC. Although the Protocol shares the objective and institutions of the Convention, the major distinction between the two is that while the Convention encouraged countries to stabilise GHG emissions, the Protocol commits them to do so.




    From the turn of the century, momentum really started building, weaving sustainability into the tapestry of government, business and consumer lives: regulation by regulation, standard by standard, directive by directive. The givers and takers gave and took, but the sustainability frameworks marched inexorably on, seeking to chart a path to a planet that would work for all:




    • 2000: The Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) was created, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) started, and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a precursor to the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), were established to improve the lives of the world’s poorest people.




    In July, the United Nations Global Compact established a non-binding pact to get businesses and firms worldwide to adopt sustainable and socially responsible policies;




    • 2002: The World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg established the critical principle that sustainable development is a bridge concept, connecting economics, ecology and ethics, and pointing out that, to get real action, the ownership of the concept of sustainable development must extend to all sectoral agencies and – most importantly – to private-sector stake holders;




    • 2006: Echoing the activities of the Quakers and John Wesley in the 1700s, the UN Principles for Responsible Investment5 launched with the aim of making financial investment more sustainable, its signatories agreeing to work to implement its six aspirational principles;




    • 2011: The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) was founded. Its mission is to establish industry-specific disclosure standards across ESG topics that facilitate communication between companies and investors about financially material, decision-useful information. In 2022, all SASB standards were transitioned to the ISSB;




    • 2014: The Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) was adopted by the European Union (EU), requiring certain companies to provide non-financial disclosure documents along with their annual reports. This was the pre-cursor to the 2024 implementation of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) – the gold standard for sustainability reporting;




    • 2015: The UN SDGs – 17 interlinked goals – were developed as a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future. In the Paris Agreement, governments pledged to meet new goals by 2030 – the target being to restrict the global temperature increase relative to pre-industrial times to 1.5°C, a level deemed critical by many of the world’s climate scientists.




    The Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) was created to provide information to investors about what companies are doing to mitigate the risks of climate change, as well as be transparent about the way in which they are governed.




    But all the while, as Figure 1.1 shows, the imprint of climate change was becoming more evident. The mercury rose, seas roiled, and floods, storms, and droughts devastated communities in the most vulnerable parts of the world. By 2015, we had already seen our first days above the 1.5°C average temperature change over pre-industrial times.




    Figure 1.1: The Impact of Climate Change




    [image: Images]




    Clearly more had to be done – and it was:




    • 2020: The European Green Deal was approved: a set of policy initiatives by the European Commission that aims (a) to make the EU climate neutral by 2050 and (b) to achieve a 55% reduction in the EU’s emissions by 2030 when compared with 1990. The Green Deal also supports the transformation of the EU into a fair and prosperous society with a modern and competitive economy;




    • 2021: The Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) is a EU regulation that aims to integrate sustainability considerations into the financial sector, to foster investment in projects and companies that contribute positively to ESG factors, enhance transparency, mitigate greenwashing and encourage accountability.




    The US Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) issued a proposed disclosure rule for public companies. That rule has been through the wars with multiple objections, reviews and redrafts, and now in mid-2024 it is once again the victim of legal challenges.




    Those of you who are familiar with the ESRS might have spotted in the Contents page of this book that, once we get past this introductory chapter, the following chapters follow the ESRS structure. There are five Environmental chapters, followed by three Social chapters (Chapter 7 combines ESRS 1 and ESRS 2), and then one Governance chapter. This is not an accident.




    ESRS is based largely on a blend that has evolved from the GRI and the TCFD. Moreover, as there is increased interoperability between ISSB – the natural descendant of SASB – and CSRD, the reporting directive based on ESRS, the overarching super-standard is really ESRS. There is very little in any of the other standards around the world that is not generally covered by ESRS. It is logical therefore, and we hope more helpful as a reference guide, that the table of contents mirrors ESRS.




    So, to the final phase of our journey through sustainability time:




    • 2021: In the US, the International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), which is responsible for developing global accounting standards, created a new sustainability standard-setting board, the ISSB. A number of the US standards came together under the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), which later joined forces with SASB as the Value Reporting Framework (VRF). ISSB subsequently brought VRF into the fold.




    • 2022: On 3 May, the ESRS was released in draft form for public comment by the European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG). One of my colleagues was an advisor to EFRAG, so I have reports at first-hand of how the ESRS was debated, massaged and negotiated to be an appropriate standard for all companies and a powerful framework for change. ESRS came into force on 5 January, 2024, and all EU member states were required to transpose it into law by 6 July, 2024;




    The ESRS is part of the CSRD and applies to a broad set of large companies, including listed SMEs, within the EU. Companies subject to the CSRD will have to report according to ESRS for the first time in the 2024 financial year, with reports published in 2025. The ESRS aim to enhance transparency and provide investors and other stakeholders with the necessary information to assess the sustainability performance of companies. CSRD updates and replaces NFRD and has been in practical effect throughout the EU since 1 January, 2024. The roll-out follows a practical timeline, running to 2029.




    We are generally taught that there is an arc of history: an inevitable path of progress that leads to modern society. The arc that we are currently travelling is certainly not a rainbow. Our projected destination is not a pot of gold.




    Figure 1.2: The CSRD Roll-out Schedule
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    In fact, we know that, if we don’t change, if the 8.1 billion of us on the planet today – or at least those of us who are consuming way beyond our fair share – don’t do a better job of looking after our resources, we will cross more of the planetary boundaries that are neither negotiable nor retrievable. Let’s talk about that.




    IT’S NOT JUST CARBON!




    First proposed by the Stockholm Resilience Centre in 2009, the Planetary Boundaries concept presents a set of nine planetary boundaries within which humanity can safely operate to avoid destabilising the Earth system – in other words, there are global environmental limits which, if crossed, could lead to abrupt, and potentially irreversible, environmental changes.




    As of the latest official update, in September 2023, six out of the nine planetary boundaries have been crossed:




    • Climate Change;




    • Biosphere Integrity;




    • Land-System Change;




    • Biogeochemical Flows;




    • Freshwater Use,; and




    • Novel Entities.




    Figure 1.3: The Nine Planetary Boundaries (updated 2023) – 1
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    Credit: Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, based on analysis in Richardson et al. (2023).6




    The boundary for Ocean Acidification is very close to being breached, indicating a significant change in the chemistry of the ocean, which can have widespread impacts on marine life. Also, the Atmospheric Aerosol Loading measure is being breached in certain regions.




    It is important to note that these boundaries are interconnected, and crossing one can influence others, leading to a domino effect that can impact the entire Earth system. Nations, businesses and individuals alike have a role to play in understanding and addressing these challenges to ensure the planet remains safe and stable for all.




    Figure 1.4: The Nine Planetary Boundaries – 2
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            Climate Change


          



          	

            The amount of greenhouse gases like CO2 in the atmosphere. Too much traps heat, causing global warming and disrupting weather patterns.
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            Biosphere Integrity


          



          	

            The rate at which species are disappearing. Losing too many species disrupts ecosystems and threatens food security.
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            Land-System Change


          



          	

            Conversion of natural land (forests, grasslands) to human uses like agriculture and cities. Excessive conversion disrupts ecosystems and reduces the planet’s ability to absorb CO2.
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            Freshwater Use


          



          	

            The amount of freshwater humans withdraw from rivers, lakes, and aquifers. Using freshwater faster than it can be replenished can lead to water scarcity.
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            Biogeo-chemical Flows


          



          	

            Natural cycles of nitrogen and phosphorus, important nutrients for plants. Adding too much fertilizer disrupts these cycles, leading to water pollution and algal blooms.
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            Ocean Acidification


          



          	

            Acidity of the oceans caused by absorbing CO2 from the atmosphere. More acidic oceans harm marine life, especially shellfish.
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            Atmospheric Aerosol Pollution


          



          	

            Those tiny particles and droplets suspended in the air, which can come from burning fossil fuels and dust storms. Too much air pollution affects human health, reduces crop yields, and disrupts weather patterns.
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            Stratospheric Ozone Depletion


          



          	

            The thinning of the ozone layer in the upper atmosphere, which protects us from harmful ultraviolet radiation. Ozone depletion is mainly caused by chemicals used in refrigerants and aerosols.
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            Release of Novel Entities


          



          	

            This refers to introducing new human-made chemicals and materials into the environment, such as plastics and pesticides. These can have unforeseen negative consequences for ecosystems and human health.
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    As a Business Leader, Why Should I Care about Planetary Boundaries?




    Crossing boundaries increases the risk of generating large-scale abrupt or irreversible changes. An unstable system always brings risk. Apart from the humanitarian catastrophes that will inevitably accompany the breaching of planetary boundaries, the very fact that the risk exists, means that all leaders of any collective – globe, continent, nation, institution or company – need to be aware of the holistic nature of the changes that are emerging. Drastic changes will not necessarily happen overnight, but together the boundaries mark a critical threshold for increasing risks to people and the ecosystems of which we are part. Just as businesses must manage financial or operational risks, planetary boundaries represent environmental risks that, if crossed, could lead to systemic failures with severe consequences for economies and societies.




    This is a shift from ‘business as usual’ to ‘business as unusual’.




    Leaders who innovate, who consider new products, services, or processes, or indeed design whole new business models, will thrive. Those forward-looking leaders are already anticipating regulations that will inevitably arrive to respond to existing planetary boundary breaches, or that might arrive in the face of new or more extreme breaches, and they are creating solutions.




    This ‘business as unusual’ brings with it a responsibility to operate within these boundaries. It recalls the Brundtland definition of sustainability referenced earlier in this chapter:




    

      Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.


    




    From a business, or a global economy perspective, which needs to consider all of the globe – the Global South as well as the Global North – for it to be sustainable, the future is about integrating sustainability into your core strategy within Earth’s limits, the planetary boundaries – remembering that the boundaries are interrelated. It is not just about climate.




    Carbon Tunnel Vision




    In November 2021, Dr Jan Konietzko posted on LinkedIn a graphic (Figure 1.5) that highlighted a concern that still is valid today. Companies, and sustainability practitioners and consultants, are overly and narrowly focused on carbon emissions. Carbon Tunnel Vision, the term describing this predisposition, was coined by Dr Konietzko at that time.




    Companies that suffer from Carbon Tunnel Vision ignore the connections between the environmental impacts evident from the planetary boundaries but, equally and possibly more importantly, do not truly consider the social impacts, the people, the affected communities, the consumers and end-users, the ‘you and me’, our family and friends.




    Figure 1.5: Carbon Tunnel Vision
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    Konietzko’s graphic highlights how a ‘tunnel vision’ focus on carbon emissions misses out on the breadth of sustainability. The reality is that emissions are, in many cases, the consequence of what you do in the other areas. When you create waste, you generate emissions. When employees commute to work, or take business trips, they generate emissions. The design of your products, the degree to which they are designed with circularity in mind, greatly influences the impact those products have on people and the planet. From the components and labour used to make the products, to the distribution systems used to get the products into the hands of the customers, to the resources used when the product is being used, all are contributing factors to the impact on people and planet. These impacts may be measured in emissions of carbon, or methane, or other GHG. And that is before we consider the land used, the forests displaced, the oceans polluted or the imbalance in food and resource distribution that has its own embodied social cost.




    Our task, as we move forward through the book, is to widen the aperture for you, to let more light in, and to help you to reflect on the breadth of the sustainability landscape. That way, you will see the path forward more clearly, visualise the opportunities as well as understand the obligations, and inspire and motivate others to travel this new and textured journey with you.




    The best way to begin a journey is to have a map. For that, we will use the ESRS and its related reporting regulation, the CSRD.




    THE CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING DIRECTIVE & THE EUROPEAN SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING STANDARDS




    Ingrid De Doncker




    The CSRD and the ESRS were the last two stops on our tour of sustainability history earlier in the chapter. They are two sides of the same coin in the EU’s push for greater transparency and standardised sustainability reporting. CSRD is the ‘what’ and ESRS is the ‘how’.




    More specifically, CSRD is the overarching legislation. It mandates that certain companies in the EU must report on their sustainability performance. It is the law that requires companies to disclose sustainability information. The ESRS is the framework, outlining what information and metrics companies need to report on and how they should be presented to comply with the CSRD. The goal of the ESRS is to create a more sustainable economy by making companies accountable for their environmental and social practices.




    The ESRS Framework




    The ESRS framework allows a consistent approach to be used by all companies. This book follows that structure closely. Chapters 2 to 10, map directly to the ESRS topical standards, of which there are five Environmental, four Social, and one Governance.7 The intention is that each topic is dealt with in enough detail for you to understand what it is, why it might be important, and how you might engage with it. At the end of each chapter, you will also find high-level reporting guidelines for that topic.




    Figure 1.6: The Structure of the European Sustainability Reporting Standards
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    In the ESRS, each of the 10 topical standards reflect the three dimensions of sustainable development: Environmental (E), Social (S) and Governance (G), indicated by a letter and a number. For instance, ESRS-E4 deals with Biodiversity & Ecosystems, whereas ESRS-S2 covers Value Chain Workers. Each topical standard is itself structured into sustainability topics, sub-topics and sub-sub-topics, collectively called ‘sustainability matters’.




    In addition to the 10 topical standards (which only apply when the topic is material to the company or its stakeholders), there are two general cross-cutting standards, that always apply to all companies: ESRS 1 and ESRS 2.




    As of 2024, all standards are common across industries, and are referred to as sector-agnostic. Sector-specific standards and requirements will follow in the coming years.




    ESRS 1 – General Requirements




    ESRS 1 is the first part of the reporting standards that make up the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) for companies to comply with the CSRD. Its primary purpose is to establish the general principles and requirements for sustainability reporting, ensuring that companies disclose comprehensive and relevant sustainability information. This standard does not contain specific disclosure requirements but provides the overarching guidelines and concepts that underpin the entire ESRS framework.




    Let’s deep dive in to the 10 sections of this general requirements standard:




    • Categories of ESRS standards, reporting areas and drafting conventions: The ESRS are categorised into three main types:




    o Cross-cutting standards;




    o Topical standards (covering Environmental, Social, and Governance issues); and




    o Sector-specific standards, with the first two being applicable across all sectors.




    Cross-cutting standards, such as ESRS 1 and ESRS 2, set general requirements and disclosures that apply to all sustainability matters, while topical and sector-specific standards provide more detailed guidance tailored to specific sustainability topics and sectors. The drafting conventions emphasise clarity and consistency in reporting, ensuring that sustainability information is presented in a structured manner that enhances understanding and comparability;




    • Qualitative characteristics of information: The qualitative characteristics of information outlined in the ESRS highlight the need for sustainability disclosures to be relevant and faithfully represented, ensuring that they can influence user decisions under a double materiality approach. Key characteristics include relevance, which ensures that information can impact decision-making; faithful representation, requiring that information is complete, neutral, and accurate; and enhancing characteristics such as comparability, verifiability, and understandability. These characteristics collectively aim to provide users with reliable, coherent, and meaningful sustainability information that supports informed decision-making;




    • Double materiality as the basis for sustainability disclosures: Double materiality serves as the foundational principle for sustainability disclosures, encompassing two dimensions:




    o Impact materiality;




    o Financial materiality.




    Impact materiality assesses the impact of an organisation's activities on the environment and society, while financial materiality evaluates how sustainability issues can affect the organisation's financial performance and position. The regulation mandates that organisations consider both dimensions in their reporting, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of sustainability impacts and risks, which ultimately informs stakeholders and supports better decision-making;




    • Due diligence: The due diligence process outlined in the ESRS involves a systematic approach for organisations to identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for actual and potential negative impacts on the environment and people associated with their operations and value chain. It emphasises the importance of engaging with affected stakeholders and assessing negative impacts to inform the organisation's materiality assessment and sustainability reporting. The process is ongoing and may lead to changes in the organisation's strategy, business model, and operations, ensuring that sustainability considerations are integrated into decision-making and governance frameworks;




    • Value chain: The value chain section of the ESRS highlights the importance of reporting on material impacts, risks, and opportunities associated with both upstream and downstream business relationships. It requires organisations to extend their sustainability disclosures to include relevant information about their value chain, following a double materiality approach that considers both the organisation's impacts on sustainability and the sustainability impacts on the organisation. Additionally, it acknowledges the challenges in obtaining value chain information, particularly from SMEs, and allows for the use of estimates and sector averages when direct data collection is not feasible, ensuring that material sustainability matters are adequately reported;




    • Time horizons: The time horizon section of the ESRS defines specific intervals for short-term, medium-term, and long-term reporting periods, with short-term aligning with the organisation's financial reporting period, medium-term extending up to five years, and long-term exceeding five years. It outlines the need for organisations to provide additional breakdowns for long-term impacts or actions when relevant, ensuring that users receive pertinent information for sustainability assessments. It allows for flexibility in defining these time horizons based on industry-specific characteristics and the organisation's unique processes, ensuring that the information remains relevant and useful for stakeholders;




    • Preparation and presentation of sustainability information: The preparation and presentation of sustainability information requires organisations to disclose comparative information for quantitative metrics and monetary amounts from previous periods, ensuring clarity and consistency in reporting. It calls out the importance of coherence, clarity, and comparability in sustainability disclosures, encouraging a structured approach that connects sustainability-related impacts, risks, and opportunities to financial statements. The section outlines the need for concise, material disclosures that avoid unnecessary duplication and use clear language, enhancing the overall understanding of sustainability information for users;




    • Structure of sustainability statement: The structure of the sustainability statement mandates that it be presented in a dedicated section of the management report, clearly distinguishing between ESRS-required disclosures and other information. To facilitate easy access and understanding, it should be organised into four main parts:




    o General information;




    o Environmental information;




    o Social information;




    o Governance information.




    The statement must also ensure that disclosures related to environmental objectives are clearly identifiable and may incorporate information by reference, provided it maintains readability and cohesiveness;




    • Linkages with other parts of corporate reporting and connected information: The section on linkages with other parts of corporate reporting outlines the need for organisations to provide clear connections between sustainability statements and other corporate disclosures, enhancing the coherence of information presented. It requires that sustainability-related impacts, risks, and opportunities be linked to financial statements, allowing users to understand the implications of sustainability on financial performance. This section highlights the importance of incorporating information by reference, ensuring that all relevant disclosures are accessible and aligned with the overall corporate reporting framework;




    • Transitional provisions: The transitional provisions section eases the implementation of sustainability reporting requirements, allowing for phased-in disclosure obligations over the initial years. It permits organisations to omit certain disclosure requirements or adapt their reporting based on prior disclosures, particularly in the first three annual sustainability statements, to facilitate a smoother transition. It acknowledges the challenges in gathering comprehensive data, especially for SMEs, and encourages explanations of efforts made to obtain necessary information regarding the value chain during the initial reporting period.




    Overall, ESRS 1 is crucial for ensuring that companies within the scope of the CSRD provide transparent, accurate, and comprehensive sustainability reports, aligning with the EU's broader goals of enhancing corporate accountability and promoting sustainable business practices.




    ESRS 2 – General Disclosures




    ESRS 2 is the mandatory standard designed to standardise sustainability reporting across all sectors. Developed by EFRAG and enforced by the CSRD, ESRS 2 mandates that all companies, regardless of their industry, disclose specific sustainability information. This standard is sector-agnostic and cross-cutting, meaning it applies universally across various sustainability topics, ensuring a consistent and comprehensive approach to sustainability reporting.




    ESRS 2 is designed to ensure that sustainability reporting is comprehensive, consistent, and comparable across different organisations, thereby enhancing transparency and accountability in corporate sustainability practices. The key objectives of ESRS 2 are:




    • Standardisation of reporting: ESRS 2 sets out the disclosure requirements that apply universally to all undertakings, ensuring that sustainability information is reported in a standardised manner. This includes general characteristics of the company, an overview of its business operations, and specific disclosures on compliance matters;




    • Comprehensive coverage: The standard covers various aspects of sustainability reporting, including governance, strategy, impact, risk and opportunity management, and metrics and targets. This comprehensive approach ensures that all relevant areas of sustainability are addressed, providing a holistic view of a company's sustainability performance;




    • Alignment with other standards: ESRS 2 aligns with frameworks such as the TCFD and the ISSB, fostering consistency and comparability across different reporting standards. This alignment helps companies streamline their reporting processes and meet multiple regulatory requirements simultaneously;




    • Double materiality: ESRS 2 incorporates the concept of double materiality, which requires companies to report not only on how sustainability issues impact their financial performance (financial materiality) but also on how their operations affect the environment and society (impact materiality). This dual focus ensures a comprehensive view of a company's sustainability impacts and responsibilities;




    • Enhanced transparency and accountability: By mandating detailed disclosures on governance structures, strategies, materiality assessments, and performance indicators, ESRS 2 aims to enhance the transparency and accountability of corporate sustainability reporting. This helps stakeholders, including investors, regulators, and the public, to better understand and evaluate a company's sustainability performance;




    • Facilitation of compliance: ESRS 2 provides clear guidelines and minimum disclosure requirements, making it easier for companies to comply with the CSRD. This includes specific instructions on how to prepare and present sustainability statements, ensuring that companies can meet their reporting obligations effectively and efficiently.




    ESRS 2 is structured into five key reporting sections, each addressing different aspects of sustainability reporting:




    • The BP section includes two key disclosure requirements:




    o BP-1, which mandates the general basis for the preparation of sustainability statements;




    o BP-2, which addresses disclosures related to specific circumstances;




    BP-1 requires entities to disclose whether their sustainability statements are prepared on a consolidated or individual basis, the scope of consolidation, and any exemptions used, such as those related to intellectual property or sensitive information. BP-2 focuses on providing context for specific circumstances that affect the preparation of the sustainability statement, such as deviations from standard time horizons or the use of value chain estimations;




    • The Governance section (GOV) focuses on the roles, responsibilities, and expertise of the administrative, management, and supervisory bodies in relation to sustainability matters. It includes disclosures on the composition and diversity of these bodies, their oversight of sustainability processes, and the integration of sustainability-related performance in incentive schemes. This section aims to provide transparency on how governance structures support sustainability initiatives within the organisation;




    • The Strategy & Business Model section (SBM) requires companies to disclose how their strategy and business model interact with and impact sustainability matters. This includes information on the company's market position, key elements of its strategy, and how it addresses material impacts, risks, and opportunities. The section also covers how stakeholder interests and views are integrated into the company's strategy and business model, ensuring that the company's approach to sustainability is aligned with broader societal and environmental goals;




    • The Impact, Risk & Opportunity Management section (IRO) outlines the processes by which companies identify, assess, and manage sustainability-related impacts, risks, and opportunities. This includes a detailed description of the methodologies and assumptions used in these processes, as well as how these processes are integrated into the company's overall risk management framework. The section also requires companies to disclose the outcomes of their materiality assessments, providing a clear understanding of the most significant sustainability issues they face. Under the IRO section, you will find detailed disclosure datapoints in relation to policies (MDR-P), and also actions and allocated resources (MDR-A) when an organisation has policies and action plans in place and for when they don’t;




    • The Metrics & Targets section (MT) focuses on the specific metrics and targets that companies use to track their sustainability performance. This includes both standardised metrics defined in the ESRS, and entity-specific metrics developed by the company. Companies must disclose the methodologies and assumptions behind these metrics, as well as their progress towards achieving their sustainability targets. This section ensures that companies are held accountable for their sustainability commitments and provides stakeholders with clear, comparable data on sustainability performance. The MDR data points under this section relate to the metrics, and targets for material sustainability matters. These requirements ensure that companies provide a clear, transparent, and accountable report on their sustainability practices and performance.




    This structure ensures that all relevant areas of sustainability are covered comprehensively.




    This Standard should be read in conjunction with ESRS 1 General Requirements. ESRS 2 outlines clearly, in five Disclosure Requirements (DRs), the narrative and numeric data points (DPs) an organisation should comply with. There are 127 Shall DPs, irrespective of materiality. Of these, 24 are numeric, 89 narrative and 14 semi-narrative. There are 12 additional May DPs.




    Figure 1.7 shows the structure of the ESRS 2 DRs and DPs that must be reported, irrespective of materiality.




    Even though ESRS is predominantly a European standard, the requirements of other standards are closely aligned. Already, at time of writing, there are significant interoperability activities between the ESRS and the standards from the main US-based standards body, the ISSB. Between ESRS and ISSB, most other major economies outside of the EU and the US are covered by some variation of one of the two.




    EFRAG is the advisory body charged with the definition of the ESRS. It provides extensive guidance material to aid implementation of ESRS, and by extension CSRD. Also, as the standards evolve, and new requirements emerge – for example, sector-specific standards – EFRAG’s website (efrag.org) is a tremendously valuable resource.




    Figure 1.7: ESRS 2 – Mandatory Disclosure Requirements
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    LOOKING BACK FROM 2062




    Big Yellow Taxi was written, composed, and recorded by Canadian singer-songwriter Joni Mitchell in 1970, after she noticed a huge parking lot that tarnished the natural beauty of the islands in the middle of the northern Pacific Ocean.




    

      They paved paradise and put up a parking lot With a pink hotel, a boutique, and a swinging hot spot.




      Don’t it always seem to go That you don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone? They paved paradise and put up a parking lot.


    




    The song bemoans environmental destruction and excessive urban development. It goes on to caution about the destruction of trees and exhorts farmers to “put away your DDT”, one of the most infamous insecticides linked to a range of diseases.8




    In the same year, Neil Young, coincidentally another Canadian, released After the Goldrush, with the simple line:




    

      Look at Mother Nature on the run, in the nineteen-seventies.


    




    I expect that some of the readers may be too young, like my son – he of The Question – to remember these songs, or even know who Joni Mitchell is. But I expect everyone will understand the message. We understood in the 1970s that we were causing irreparable harm to the planet. Maybe we did not know at that point that it was irreparable, but we knew we were causing harm.




    In 1970, the global population was 3.7 billion and the intensity of carbon in the atmosphere was about 325 ppm.




    The increase in atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide (CO2) and other long-lived GHG, such as methane, increase the absorption and emission of infrared radiation by the atmosphere, so the world gets hotter.




    In 2024, the global population is 8.1 billion and the CO2 ppm number is gone up to 425ppm.




    Figure 1.7: The Keeling Curve
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    In 1953, Dave Keeling started sampling the atmosphere near Monterey in California. He began to take air samples throughout the day and night and soon detected an intriguing diurnal pattern. The air contained more CO2 at night than during the day and, after correcting for the effects of water vapour, had about the same amount of CO2 every afternoon, 310 ppm. He repeated these measurements in the rain forests of the Olympic peninsula and in the high mountain forests in Arizona. Everywhere, the data were the same, so he began a daily routine, and start to draw the now famous Keeling curve, shown in Figure 1.7.




    By the early 1970s, the curve was getting serious attention and played a key role in launching a research programme into the effect of rising CO2 on climate. Since then, the rise has been relentless and shows a remarkably constant relationship with fossil-fuel burning that can be accounted for based on the simple premise that 57% of fossil-fuel emissions remain airborne.9




    Keeling’s research was funded in part by the fossil fuel industry. So, as early as 1954, the fossil fuel industry was aware of its contribution to increased concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere.




    Whether the fossil fuel industry, or the rest of us, knew back then, or in the intervening decades, that we were causing irreparable harm to the planet is a matter of conjecture. Some would argue that Carl Sagan’s 1985 speech to the US Congress, where he advised on the dangers of the burning of fossil fuels intensifying what was then called the ‘greenhouse effect’, should have set off alarm bells. In any case, what we know for sure is that we cannot continue along the same path. We now need to look into the future, let’s say 2062, and look back from there to design today’s path forward.




    Learning from the Iroquois & the Japanese




    Long before Dave Keeling, Carl Sagan, and even the industrial age, were the Iroquois. Established in the earlier part of the last millennium, the Iroquois were a confederacy of multiple Indian tribes in Ontario and upstate New York. Their strategising was governed by what has become known as the Seventh Generation Principle of the Great Law of the Iroquois:




    

      In every deliberation, we must consider the impact on the seventh generation.


    




    That’s really not much different from Brundtland’s definition of sustainability. It just provides a little bit more structure to our thinking. If you considered how the actions in your business today would impact the world seven generations hence, how would that change what you do? Even if we reduced the timeframe to seven decades, the minimum likely lifespan of today’s children, can we look that far ahead?




    Tatsuyoshi Saijo, a Japanese economist, inspired by the Iroquois’ Seventh Generation Principle, is at the forefront of the ‘Future Design’ movement. He is designing methods to have the voice of decision-makers from the future – who, by definition, would care more about future generations – in today’s boardrooms and strategy sessions. The lives of future generations will be directly affected by the decisions we make today, yet they don’t have a voice in politics or business today – so how can we make sure their needs are considered? Saijo’s principles are simple and elegant, and best explained by an example.




    In 2015, at a town hall of 20 residents in the small community of Yahaba, in north-eastern Japan, the community wanted to design policies to shape the future of Yahaba. Would it be better to invest in infrastructure or childcare? Should they promote renewable energy or industrial farming?




    Half the citizens were invited to be themselves, and the other half were asked to put on special ceremonial robes and play the part of people from 2060, meaning they’d be representing the interests of a future generation during group deliberations.




    What unfolded was striking. The citizens who were just being themselves advocated for policies that would boost their lifestyle in the short-term. But the people in robes advocated for much more radical policies – from massive healthcare investments to climate change action – that would be better for the town in the long-term. They managed to convince their fellow citizens that taking that approach would benefit their grandkids. In the end, the entire group reached a consensus that they should, in some ways, act against their own immediate self-interest in order to help the future.




    Looking Forward




    Can we replicate Saijo’s decision-making process in our homes, offices, businesses or countries? In some ways, it is not too big a leap. Instead of building a three-, five- or 10-year plan, what if we looked out 30 years, and let the magic of imagination, spirit and generosity put ourselves in that frame of mind, and look back at the plans and strategies being made today, and then we can be the voice of 2062 in the room.




    We hope you use this book as your occasional companion to deal with today, tomorrow and the future. Each chapter, from Chapter 2: Climate Change to Chapter 10: Business Conduct maps to the ESRS and the expertise from my co-authors here is extreme. It really is the best of the best, and given with a willing heart to help you on your sustainability journey.




    In Chapter 11: What If…?, you are invited to consider scenarios that you may not have imagined before, ideas that may help you envision a more sustainable future, and that may help you answer the question my son Christian asked me: “Will the planet still be OK when I am your age?”




    The online resources available at the accompanying website (www.thecustomeristheplanet.com) will be updated and augmented as long as people still need them. Please drop in there and let us know what you think and how your journey is going.




    See you in 2062.




     




    1 This Norwegian’s past may connect with your future https://web.archive.org/web/20100623004236/; http://oregonfuture.oregonstate.edu/part1/pf1_03.html.




    2 World Commission on Environment & Development (1987). Our Common Future.




    3 The history of socially responsible and ethical investment http://www.the-ethical-partnership.co.uk/HistoryofEthicalInvestment.htm.




    4 Nike child labour scandal https://www.studysmarter.co.uk/explanations/business-studies/business-case-studies/nike-sweatshop-scandal/.




    5 Principle of Responsible Investment https://www.unpri.org/about-us/what-are-the-principles-for-responsible-investment.




    6 Richardson et al. (2023). Earth beyond six of nine planetary boundaries, ScienceAdvances, 9(37). Doi 10.1126/sciadv.adh2458.




    7 There are different sets of ESRS to be used by different companies in the CSRD’s scope: the full ESRS as shown here – to be used by listed and large companies; a standard for listed SMEs; and a standard for third-country companies. A guide is available from the GRI at globalreporting.org that explains CSRD in detail and how it is applied to entities of different sizes.




    8 In 1972, EPA issued a cancellation order for DDT based on its adverse environmental effects, such as those to wildlife, as well as its potential human health risks.




    9 The history of the Keeling Curve https://keelingcurve.ucsd.edu/2013/04/03/the-history-of-the-keeling-curve/.
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