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A synopsis of the key
strategic developments in
corporate responsibility
around the globe over the
last quarter

The return of government

a major implication of the global
financial crisis is the return of govern-
ment to a leading role in national econo-
mies. A hands-on role for the state has
been the norm in some countries, but the
past two decades witnessed a rolling-back
of government involvement even in com-
munist or former communist countries
such as China, Vietnam and Cambodia. In
2009, as new government regulations
were announced, as further nationalisa-
tions of financial institutions became nec-
essary, and as economic stimulus packages
were agreed around the world, govern-
ment once again took on a position to
shape economic activity. How it would use
that role, and the implications for social
and environmental performance of busi-
ness, will only be understood in the years
to come, but there were some early signs
in the first quarter of 2009. In this review

we note the scale of the stimulus pack-
ages, the sustainable business dimen-
sions of these spending announcements,
and the implications for achieving a sus-
tainable economy, before recalling what
the private sector is meant to be good for—
innovation—and looking at how a return
of greater government shaping of our
economies might relate to the need for
sustainable innovation. We also consider
what the post-crisis situation spells for the
future of the community of professionals
working in corporate social responsibility
(CSR).

Reviewing the world of government
responses to the global economic down-
turn revealed an unprecedented interna-
tional effort to prop up economic growth
and employment. In March, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund called for stimulus
of approximately 2% of gross domestic
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product (GDP) each year for 2009–2010,
depending on national circumstances.1

Asian countries committed $1.153 trillion
in stimulus money,2 with the spending
plans ranging from 1–12% of GDP, with
the Philippines at 4.4% and China at
12%.3 According to the European Com-
mission, the executive arm of the 27-nation
bloc, EU stimulus amounted to between
3.3% and 4% of GDP.4 The US committed
$787 billion, or about 5.5% of GDP.

In Latin America, larger economies—
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico and Peru,
with lower debt-to-GDP ratios, announced
stimulus plans. Smaller economies with
debt that was already over 50% of GDP in
cases before the collapse in exports didn’t
have the public finances for stimulus
plans.5

Combined with the nationalisation of
troubled industries, the growth of govern-
ment spending under the stimulus pack-
ages highlights how governments around
the globe now have a central economic
leadership role that could drive the next
phase of CSR—not merely through regu-
lation of private industry, but by being the
client, investor, lender, insurer and mar-
keteer.

We discuss how government is using
this power in the following section. How-
ever, one CSR challenge that is set to grow
on account of this greater role of govern-
ment is that of corruption, cronyism and
inappropriate lobbying. Industries that
rely on government as their main con-
sumer have a track record of being politi-
cally involved; such industries include

arms, construction and pharmaceuticals.
Now that government is becoming an
even bigger client of a diverse range of
industrial sectors, so the scope for unpro-
fessional practice, corruption and uncom-
petitive lobbying to occur is increasing. If
untrammelled markets and central deci-
sion-making aren’t the answer—and shared
governance is—then transparency is essen-
tial in rebuilding lost trust. The return of
government with $2.8 trillion in stimulus
opens the door to unprecedented scrutiny
of spending which will be inextricably
linked to the private sector, blurring and
extending lines of accountability.

The sheer scale of deficit-financed stim-
ulus spending, with public money passing
into and propping up private for-profit
institutions—which threatens in some
cases to bankrupt governments and essen-
tial services—has tightened the screws of
corporate governance because of a macro-
economic system dependent on corporate
welfare.

In consideration of this, China an-
nounced the deployment of inspection
teams to monitor all aspects of stimulus
funding, including planning, procure-
ment, construction and quality. Inspec-
tors will ‘check whether the money is used
to build office buildings or guesthouses of
party and government departments’.6

China wasn’t the only country placing an
emphasis on transparency. A new US

Recovery Act Accountability and Trans-
parency Board was created to conduct
oversight of recovery spending.7 Further,
US Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner told
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1 Mauricio Cárdenas and Julia Guerreiro, ‘The Limits to Fiscal Stimulus in Latin America and the
Caribbean’, Brookings Institution, 20 March 2009; www.brookings.edu/articles/2009/0323_latin_
america_cardenas.aspx.

2 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, ‘The colour of stimulus goes green’, 25 February 2009; www.hsbcnet.
com/hsbc/research.

3 Erik de la Cruz, ‘RP will benefit the most from fiscal stimulus—UOB’, Business Mirror, 24 March
2009; https://abs-cbnnews.com/business/03/23/09/rp-will-benefit-most-fiscal-stimulus-uob.

4 The EU number included public spending on welfare which automatically starts to increase during
an economic downturn because of higher unemployment and social benefits, or what are called auto-
matic stabilisers.

5 Cárdenas and Guerreiro, op. cit.
6 ‘China stimulus package under scrutiny’, The Hindu, 25 November 2008; www.hindu.com/2008/11/

25/stories/2008112559631300.htm.
7 Committee on Appropriations, ‘Summary: American Recovery and Reinvestment. Conference

Agreement’, 13 February 2009; appropriations.house.gov/pdf/PressSummary02-13-09.pdf.
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the House Financial Services Committee,
‘We need much stronger standards for
openness, transparency, and plain com-
mon sense language throughout the finan-
cial system.’8

The sustainability of stimulus

in march, the chief executive of
Business for Social Responsibility,9 Aron
Cramer, told JCC that this period marks
the end of an era that started in the late
1970s with the rise of Ronald Reagan and
Margaret Thatcher, privatisation, shrink-
ing government, and the Washington
Consensus. It has been an era in which
some of the world’s biggest celebrities
have been CEOs. However, with the sud-
den collapse in trust in business and mar-
kets, the pendulum has begun swinging
back towards greater reliance on the pub-
lic sector for the safeguarding of public

security and prosperity.10 This has impli-
cations for the future of corporate citizen-
ship.

Even before the crisis fully revealed
itself, a blueprint emerged for subsequent
stimulus plans—‘A Green New Deal’
(GND).11 A report from British civil society
organisations called for a ‘structural trans-
formation of the regulation of financial
systems, and major changes to taxation
systems’, and ‘New Deal size investment
in renewable energy and green jobs to cre-
ate the basis for a low carbon economy’.

Elements of ‘A Green New Deal’ could
be found in stimulus packages unveiled
by country after country with more than
$430 billion addressing GND elements,
according to a report from HSBC in Feb-
ruary 2009. Report co-author Nick Robins
wrote, ‘We believe that these commit-
ments are but the first instalment of fur-
ther efforts by governments to use low-
carbon growth as a key lever for economic
recovery.’12

JCC 34 Summer 2009 9
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8 US Department of the Treasury, ‘Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner Written Testimony House Finan-
cial Services Committee Hearing’, press release, 26 March 2009; www.treas.gov/press/releases/
tg71.htm.

9 www.bsr.org
10 Interview with Jonathan Cohen, 18 March 2009.
11 ‘UK needs “Green New Deal” to tackle “triple crunch” of credit, oil price and climate crises’, New Eco-

nomics Foundation, 21 July 2008; www.neweconomics.org/gen/greennewdealneededforuk210708.
aspx.

12 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit. This issue of JCC covers the first quarter and does not reflect any
monies committed by the G20 after that date.

us treasury secretary tim
geithner: a call for greater
transparency

nick robins: ‘these commitments
are but the first instalment’
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Stimulus plans can be evaluated based
on how quickly they get economies back
up and running, but the added value in
their ‘Green New Deal’ elements lies in
how much they leverage the investment
and also build the future infrastructure for
a low-carbon economy that will pay divi-
dends for generations to follow. Govern-
ment stimulus plans focused investment
in the following categories: renewable
energy electricity grids, mass transit, low-
carbon vehicles, building efficiency and
environmental conservation, as well as
education and healthcare. In addition,
government restructuring of tax codes
and financial incentives was a common
option for codifying and spurring sustain-
able economic development (see Figs. 1
and 2 for country-by-country breakdowns
of spending).

A report issued by the UN Environment
Programme in February 2009, ‘A Global
Green New Deal’, stated that energy effi-
ciency improvements and green tax cred-
its in stimulus plans are particularly
effective because they ‘continue well
beyond the initial investment period and
offer higher employment compared to
jobs created by conventional tax cuts and
road infrastructure investments that end
once the money is spent’. Additionally,
they offer greater return on investment to
households through lower energy bills.
Investments that provide alternatives to
car use reduce pollution and emissions as
well as creating employment.13

Further, the Peterson Institute for Inter-
national Economics and World Resources
Institute report from February, ‘Green
Economic Stimulus Creates Jobs, Saves
Taxpayers Money’, wrote, ‘On average,
green recovery programs create 30,000
jobs for every $1 billion in government

spending.’14 The Center for American
Progress released a report, ‘Green Recov-
ery: A Program to Create Good Jobs and
Start Building a Low-Carbon Economy’,
which estimated that US Green stimulus
spending would engender a ‘20 percent
increase in job creation over more tradi-
tional infrastructure spending’.15

Crunch the green numbers of stimulus
plans from a given country and, aside
from the absolute amounts, their percent-
age of overall spending demonstrated com-
mitment to ‘Green New Deal’ elements.

China led the way with $221 billion in
spending on GND elements or some 38%
of stimulus, while the US allocated $94 bil-
lion or about 12%. South Korea mean-
while devoted about $31 billion on GND

initiatives or just over 80%—by far the
highest proportion of any country (see
Table 1 for a breakdown of South Korea’s
spending priorities). EU social safety nets
resulted in a smaller stimulus, although
the climate change dimension was seen as
greater than in the US, due to a focus on
low-carbon investment in France, Ger-
many, and at the EU level, according to the
UNEP report16 (see Figs. 1 and 2 for coun-
try rankings).

Opportunities for large capital-inten-
sive infrastructure improvements will not
come along again any time soon as
economies gradually recover to newly
emerging levels. Government procure-
ment stands as the single greatest vehicle
to scale up corporate social responsibility
practices moving ahead, particularly
through the adoption of standards to cod-
ify change.

Were China to follow up its impressive
green stimulus spending with a similar
commitment to government procurement
in a top-down regime, it could quickly

world review
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13 UN Environment Programme, ‘A Global Green New Deal’, February 2009; www.unep.org/
greeneconomy/docs/GGND_Final%20Report.pdf.

14 Peterson Institute for International Economics and World Resources Institute, ‘Green Economic
Stimulus Creates Jobs, Saves Taxpayers Money’, 10 February 2009; www.wri.org/press/2009/02/
green-economic-stimulus-creates-jobs-saves-taxpayers-money.

15 Robert Pollin, Heidi Garrett-Peltier, James Heintz and Helen Scharber, ‘Green Recovery: A Program
to Create Good Jobs and Start Building a Low-Carbon Economy’, Center for American Progress, 2008;
www.americanprogress.org/issues/2008/09/pdf/green_recovery.pdf.

16 UN Environment Programme, op. cit.
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demonstrate the possibilities of unprece-
dented CSR scale. This would not exactly
be new policy either, as China announced
a new ‘green procurement’ policy in late
2006 based on a list of recommended
products carrying ‘China’s only national

eco-label, which an official explained
could make the government “the real dri-
ving force for industry to develop green
technology” ’.17

In fact, scale is the heretofore unre-
alised holy grail of CSR: the International

JCC 34 Summer 2009 11
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17 ‘Chinese government to start buying green’, GreenBiz.com, 4 December 2006; www.greenbiz.
com/news/2006/12/02/chinese-government-start-buying-green.
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Council on Local Environmental Initia-
tives (ICLEI) has documented green pro-
curement by numerous countries and
localities,18 with Denmark and Japan cited
as particular successes.19 ‘Following the
introduction of the 2001 national law on
green purchasing in Japan,20 the price of
environmentally friendly product alterna-
tives, such as recycled paper, has dropped
to equal the nongreen alternatives’, ac-
cording to ‘Moving the Market’, a report
from the EcoProcura conference on sus-
tainable procurement.21 Other municipal-
ities and governments have taken similar
initial steps, such as the Queensland gov-
ernment announcement in August 2007
of a new ‘green’ IT procurement plan, cov-
ering all government agency purchases of
PCs, laptops and servers.22 Mexico decreed
in 2008 that it would green its procure-
ment of paper and wood products and buy
chlorine-free paper made of at least 50%
recycled material.23

One example of the importance of mon-
itoring follow-up to stated commitments
and adherence to related standards, how-
ever, can be found in the UN Office for Pro-
ject Services (UNOPS). It announced with
great fanfare in June 2000 that it would
be the first UN Entity to sign on to the
SA8000 labour standard to improve the
social accountability of its procurement
process with suppliers and vendors, as

well as its own facilities; but later quietly
dropped that commitment.24 While the
agency’s procurement policy claims obser-
vance of relevant International Labour
Organization agreements, the third-party
certification and monitoring inherent in
the application of SA8000, which pro-
vides credibility, is nowhere to be found.25

External third-party verification and
assurance stand as the most trustworthy
governance bulwark against corruption,
incompetence and squandering of a gen-
eration’s Green New Deal legacy. The
potential exists for a wave of new demand
for CSR auditors and the education and
training necessary to prepare them to
close the loop on the gap between stimu-
lus spending and accountability. Without
transparently communicated accountabil-
ity measures, subsequent instalments of
governmental low-carbon investment
may not materialise, as anticipated by
Robins and HSBC.

In addition to procurement, a harbin-
ger of a greater governmental role in
socially responsible investing can be found
in the response to the global financial cri-
sis by the board of the UN Principles for
Responsible Investment (UNPRI), an
investor initiative that includes some of
the world’s largest pension funds. UNPRI

released a public statement from the
board in March 2009 that ‘urged fellow

world review
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18 ‘Examples of Sustainable Procurement Strategies and Policies’; www.iclei-europe.org/index.php?
id=5556.

19 Christoph Erdmenger (ed.), Buying into the Environment: Experiences, Opportunities and Potential for
Eco-procurement (Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf Publishing, 2003; www.greenleaf-publishing.com/
buying).

20 ‘Law Concerning the Promotion of Procurement of Eco-friendly Goods and Services by the State and
Other Entities’; www.env.go.jp/en/laws/policy/green/1.pdf.

21 ‘EcoProcura Call for Action: Moving the Market’; www.iclei-europe.org/fileadmin/user_upload/
EcoProcura2006/EcoProcura_final_www.PDF.

22 Liam Tung, ‘Qld govt sets lean, green PC shopping policy’, ZDNet Australia, 27 August 2007;
www.zdnet.com.au/news/hardware/soa/Qld-govt-sets-lean-green-PC-shopping-policy/0,130061702,
339281538,00.htm?feed=pt_government.

23 Eliza Barclay, ‘Mexican government establishes green procurement standards’, 12 April 2007; www.
treehugger.com/files/2007/12/mexico_to_boost.php.

24 Jonathan Cohen, ‘The United Nations and the Globalisation of Corporate Citizenship’, in J. Andriof
and M. McIntosh (eds.), Perspectives on Corporate Citizenship (Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf Publishing,
2001; www.greenleaf-publishing.com/citizenship).

25 UNOPS Procurement Manual, Rev. 2, December 2007, www.unops.org/SiteCollectionDocuments/
Procurement%20docs/UNOPS%20procurement%20manual%20EN.pdf; UNOPS General Condi-
tions for Goods, August 2005, www.unops.org/SiteCollectionDocuments/Procurement%20docs/
UNOPS%20General%20Conditions%20for%20Goods.pdf.
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institutional investors to accept their
share of responsibility for the current cri-
sis, to work together to improve risk man-
agement practices, and create a culture of
“active ownership” in response to the cri-
sis’.26 The board includes representatives
from governments such as Brazil, New
Zealand, South Africa, Thailand, the US

and the UK.
Implications for companies and coun-

tries from the surge in government spend-
ing can be found in the following key
areas:

t China committed more to renewable
electricity grid infrastructure than
any other country—$70 billion27—
while the US devoted $11 billion as
well as $6 billion in renewable energy
loan guarantees for power generation
and transmission,28 and France spent
over $4 billion29

t Mass transit necessarily entails a
long-term view, which China’s green
stimulus package took by spending
$85 billion on rail transport.30 The US

included $17.7 billion for energy-effi-
cient transportation,31 and South Korea
spent $7 billion on railroads and mass
transit.32 Brazil in turn said it would
rely completely on private-sector in-
vestment to build a high-speed train
between Rio de Janeiro and São
Paulo, which limited government
debt, but placed the project in doubt
due to a difficult credit climate33

t Spending on low-carbon vehicles was
included in stimulus by the US, South
Korea, France, Denmark and Spain.
The US gave $2 billion to US manu-
facturers of advanced vehicle batter-
ies and battery systems, and spent
$600 million to replace older vehicles
owned by the federal, state and local
governments with alternative-fuel and
plug-in automobiles—and this does
not include measures taken to bail out
the automotive industry

t South Korea spent almost $1.5 billion
on fuel-efficient vehicles and clean
fuels,34 whereas France included over
$500 million in incentives to do away
with older vehicles and spur purchase
of new, environmentally friendlier
models.35 Denmark instituted a new
green vehicle tax that will make it
cheaper to buy energy-efficient vehi-
cles but more expensive to use cars,
and Spain’s stimulus called for plans
to install an electric car infrastructure
in Seville, Madrid and Barcelona with
cars to be purchased with state subsi-
dies of up to 30%36

t Retrofitting buildings for energy effi-
ciency was included in stimulus pack-
ages by countries such as Japan, Ger-
many, the US, South Korea and
Australia. Japan spent the most in this
category, $12.5 billion, Germany sec-
ond at a shade over $10 billion,37

while the US Spent $5 billion for low-

26 ‘Global pension fund leaders call for more active, collaborative owners in response to crisis’, UNPRI
media release, 23 February 2009; www.unpri.org/files/PR_statement_final.pdf.

27 Deborah Seligsohn, ‘A “Green Lining” in China’s Economic Stimulus Plan’, World Resources Insti-
tute, 26 November 2008; www.wri.org/stories/2008/11/green-lining-chinas-economic-stimulus-
plan.

28 NRDC, ‘Summary of Energy and Transportation Provisions of the Economic Recovery Bill’, 19 Feb-
ruary 2009; switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/paltman/media/Econ%20Rec%20Bill%20Summary%20
(Final)%202-19-09.doc.

29 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.
30 Seligsohn, op. cit.
31 NRDC, op. cit.
32 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.
33 Cárdenas and Guerreiro, op. cit.
34 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.
35 Ibid.
36 Dave Burdick, ‘Project Movele: Spain’s Electric Car Plan’, Huffington Post, 19 March 2009; www.

huffingtonpost.com/2009/03/19/project-movele-spains-ele_n_176779.html.
37 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.

jcc34worldreview.qxd  17/9/09  12:26  Page 13



income weatherisation programmes,
and $4.5 billion for federal building
energy efficiency renovations and re-
pairs.38 South Korea included approx-
imately $6 billion for environmen-
tally friendly buildings and schools,
and Australia spent $2.5 billion39

t South Korea stood out as the single
most prominent country to focus on
environmental conservation as a vehi-
cle for economic stimulus with a com-
mitment of over $10 billion for river
restoration, more than any other sin-
gle part of its stimulus plan, with
another $1.7 billion on forest restora-
tion as well40

t Latin American countries—Argen-
tina, Chile, whose stimulus consti-
tuted the largest percentage of GDP in
the region, Mexico and Peru, all allo-
cated money for social programmes

in areas such as education and health-
care,41 as did Eastern Europe coun-
tries, such as Bulgaria, to a lesser
extent42

t Government restructuring of tax
codes and financial incentives were a
favourite measure of many countries,
including Denmark, the US, France
and the Czech Republic. Denmark
took one of the strongest tax reform
measures of any country and insti-
tuted binding incremental emission
caps on industry, with the resultant
revenue to be used in green tax
reform that decreases taxes on labour
and increases taxes on pollution.43

The US committed approximately $20
billion in clean energy tax incen-
tives.44 France instituted a tax system
for CO2 emissions from cars,45 and
the Czech government provided tax
incentives for new car purchases46

world review

14 JCC 34 Summer 2009

38 NRDC, op. cit.
39 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.
40 Ibid.
41 Cárdenas and Guerreiro, op. cit.
42 ‘Factbox: Europe’s fiscal stimulus plans’, Reuters, 16 February 2009; www.reuters.com/article/eco-

nomicNews/idUSLG71844920090216.
43 Burdick, op. cit.
44 NRDC, op. cit.
45 HSBC, Climate for Recovery, op. cit.
46 Reuters, op. cit.

Project Employment US$ million

Expanding mass transit and railroads 138,067 7,005

Energy conservation (villages and schools) 170,702 5,841

Fuel-efficient vehicles and clean energy 14,348 1,489

Environmentally friendly living space 10,789 351

River restoration 199,960 10,505

Forest restoration 133,630 1,754

Water resource management (small and mid-size dams) 16,132 684

Resource recycling (including fuel from waste) 16,196 675

National green information (GIS) infrastructure 3,120 270

Total for the nine major projects 702,944 28,573

Total for the Green New Deal 960,000 36,280

Table 1 south korea’s green new deal
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Meanwhile, the UK’s green fiscal stim-
ulus was described by Parliament’s Envi-
ronmental Audit Committee as ‘welcome,
but too small—especially given that most
funding was already committed, and will
be offset by reduced spending in 2010–11’.
Instead, it called for ‘improving the energy
efficiency of existing buildings as the
number one priority. Such programmes
are labour-intensive and do not require
development of new technology.’ The EAC

further stated, ‘It is disappointing that the
wider stimulus package contains hun-
dreds of millions of pounds for road build-
ing and widening’,47 which embodies the
paradox of competition between carbon-
versus sustainable-based spending.

Keeping talk of a Global Green New Deal
in perspective, Manish Bapna, executive
vice president of the World Resources
Institute, said, ‘Even the most aggressive
short-term stimulus spending will have
only a modest impact on emissions. Recov-
ery efforts should be designed to set the
stage for comprehensive energy and cli-
mate policies.’48

While green stimulus spending of $430
billion is significant, it needs to be seen as

only the start of ongoing green govern-
ment spending so the other $2.3 trillion or
so in stimulus does not work at cross-pur-
poses.

If the problem is the
prescription . . .

so has this financial crisis been
used as an opportunity to create a new and
more sustainable model of capitalism?
Inherently built into the litany of govern-
ment stimulus plans is the paradox of
restarting a carbon-based economic en-
gine while at the same time trying to build
a new, green road. In the face of withering
criticism of business practices amid the
fallout caused by the global financial cri-
sis, the very assumption of the macro-eco-
nomic basis for stimulus policy prescrip-
tions—i.e. growth—has once again been
called into question. The UK Sustainable
Development Commission, an indepen-
dent advisory body to the government
established in April 2006, released a
report on 30 March 2009, ‘Prosperity
without Growth? The Transition to a Sus-
tainable Economy’. The report argued that
‘the market was not undone by rogue indi-
viduals or the turning of a blind eye by
incompetent regulators. It was undone by
growth itself.’49

Viewing the problem as the prescrip-
tion, the report stated, ‘the broad assump-
tion behind all these recovery packages is
that they will be successful in stimulating
consumption growth again. Credit will
flow, consumers will spend, business pro-
ductivity will return and the wheels of the
machine will start turning. The outcome
(assuming it works) will be thoroughly
predictable’, consumption will be driven
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47 ‘Environmental Audit Committee, Third Report. Pre-Budget Report 2008: Green Fiscal Policy in a
Recession’, House of Commons, 10 March 2009; www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/
cmselect/cmenvaud/202/20202.htm.

48 Peterson Institute for International Economics and World Resources Institute, op. cit.
49 UK Sustainable Development Commission, ‘Prosperity without Growth? The Transition to a Sus-

tainable Economy’, 30 March 2009; www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications/downloads/
prosperity_without_growth_report.pdf.
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forwards, with ‘no means of anyone get-
ting off the treadmill’.50

Starting with the view that the impacts
of unfettered economic expansion and
resource use associated with it ‘are already
unsustainable’, the report equated the
doubling of the global economy over the
last 25 years with the degradation of ‘an
estimated 60% of the world’s ecosystems’
and an increase in global carbon emis-
sions by 40% since 1990. These critics
view the economy as a subset of the macro
ecosystem of the planet, rather than the
opposite.51

In an idealised zero-waste economy, a
steady state of activity would occur where
renewable resources would not be used
any more quickly than the ecosystem can
replace them. Non-renewable resources

would not be used any more quickly than
renewable substitutes could be developed.
Waste and pollution would not be emitted
any more quickly than it could be
absorbed sustainably.52 In short, as Pro-
fessor Tim Jackson, the UK Sustainable
Development Commissioner for Eco-
nomics, said that the ideal economy pro-
vides the ability for people to flourish
‘within the limits of the natural environ-
ment’.53

The steady state economic critique chal-
lenges the current model: ‘The truth is
that there is as yet no credible, socially
just, ecologically sustainable scenario of
continually growing incomes for a world
of nine billion people. Simplistic assump-
tions that capitalism’s propensity for effi-
ciency will allow us to stabilise the climate
and protect against resource scarcity are
nothing short of delusional.’54

Taking its philosophical views to the
extreme, the report views the choice as
either an increase in consumption for all
up to the level of the most prosperous,
which is unsustainable, or a levelling-off
‘in which incomes are distributed equally
across nations’ and ‘growth in the richer
nations is curtailed or some kind of com-
pletely unforeseen technological break-
through happens’.55

The question of social equity is an im-
portant one to raise in the context of sus-
tainability. It is clear that highly unequal
incomes in and between societies leads to
the degradation or waste of resources,56 as
well as negative impacts on personal
health and well-being.57 The UK Sustain-
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50 Ibid.
51 John Attarian, ‘The Steady State Economy: What It Is, Why We Need It’, 2004; www.npg.org/

forum_series/steadystate.html.
52 Herman E. Daly, Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Development (Boston, MA: Beacon Press,

1996).
53 ‘Prosperity without Growth? Victor Anderson interviews Professor Tim Jackson, SDC Commissioner

for Economics’; www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications/downloads/Prosperity%20without%20
Growth_transcript.pdf.

54 UK Sustainable Development Commission, op. cit.
55 Ibid.
56 C.D. Butler, ‘Inequality, Global Change and the Sustainability of Civilisation’, Global Change and

Human Health 1.2 (2000): 156-72.
57 World Health Organisation, ‘Closing the Gap in a Generation: Health Equity through Action on the

Social Determinants of Health. Final Report of the Commission on Social Determinants of Health’,
2008.
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able Development Commission has thus
highlighted an important issue that can-
not be ignored—a redistribution of re-
source consumption opportunities. It is a
topic we have discussed in previous World
Reviews and in The Global Step Change,58

which identified the need to reduce, redi-
rect and redistribute resource consump-
tion to achieve a sustainable globe. One
implication for business is that of gaining
greater insight into how to operate in ways
that do not create high inequality, and
even provide opportunities for social
advancement of disadvantaged groups.
However, it also raises the question of
what form of ‘equitable’ resource con-
sumption can be aspired to. There are, to
our knowledge, no internationally agreed
principles about an equitable consump-
tion of the world’s resources. Suggestions
that ‘incomes are distributed equally across
nations’59 appear illogical as well as im-
practical, given the diversity of lifestyles
and livelihoods, from artisanal fisher in
the Pacific island of Palawan to a taxi dri-
ver in Manhattan. Yet it encourages us to
engage in a debate about how consump-
tion levels can justifiably be related to indi-
vidual wants and societal contributions.

While characterising economic growth
as the path to over-consumption, advocates
of steady state economics argue for growth
of a different kind, ‘moral growth’.60 Her-
man Daly has said changes in both insti-
tutions and values are necessary, but
changing the latter is more important.61

Demonstrating the range of views ques-
tioning basic assumptions of unre-
strained growth, German President and
former head of the International Mone-

tary Fund Horst Köhler asked in a 24 March
2009 speech, ‘How much is enough?’ He
answered by saying, ‘We should know that
we can no longer rely mainly on economic
growth as the solution to our problems
and the peacemaker in our societies.’62

Peace, however, was in short supply as
nationwide strikes broke out in France
with well over a million people in the streets
angry that companies cut jobs while exec-
utives received bonuses. Employees at
French 3M and Sony France held execu-
tives hostage over disputes about terms
for laid-off staff.63 In response to popular
pressure, the government banned ‘bonuses
and stock options for executives’ whose
companies received bailout money.64 The
riots at the G20 summit in London also
highlighted the level of unrest at the exist-
ing economic and political system that lies
under the surface of ‘normal’ society. As
such, it is an important period for citizens
interested in contributing to a positive
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58 Jem Bendell et al., The Global Step Change: Lifeworth Annual Review of Corporate Responsibility in 2007
(Geneva: Lifeworth, 2008; www.lulu.com/content/2043716).

59 UK Sustainable Development Commission, op. cit.
60 Herman E. Daly, Steady-State Economics (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2nd edn 1991).
61 Ibid.
62 ‘Berlin Address by Federal President Horst Köhler 24 March 2009’; www.bundespraesident.de/
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63 ‘France to ban bonuses for bailed out firms’, CNN.com/Europe, 26 March 2009; edition.cnn.com/
2009/WORLD/europe/03/26/france.bonuses.banks/index.html?eref=edition.

64 ‘Banks agree to cap trader bonuses’, France 24. 7 February 2009; www.france24.com/en/20090207-
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relationship between business and society
to participate in this systemic debate, and
relevant initiatives aiding informed pol-
icy-making.

To be effective in this new policy con-
text CSR professionals will need to look up
from their specific activities, and consider
the kind of economy and society they are
seeking to bring into being. In this reflec-
tion of goals and change strategies, they
could learn much from how social move-
ments past and present have arisen and
impacted on society. It is that insight that
led to the current co-author Jem Bendell
exploring social movements theories and
their implications for the contemporary
CSR field, in a book published in March:
The Corporate Responsibility Movement.65

One area of human activity that appears
to need wholesale transformation in light
of climate change is transportation. In the
first two months of 2009, sales of cars
were higher in China than the US for the
first time in history. For people concerned
with spiralling carbon dioxide pollution,
this appears a disturbing statistic. It comes
after news that Indian firm Tata intends
the Nano model to enable millions more
Indians to own a car.66 However, this
growing cloud of carbon could have a sil-
ver lining—in the technological and busi-
ness process innovation that is occurring
in the growing Chinese car industry.

A Chinese automobile manufacturer
based in Shenzhen, China, BYD Auto is
part of the BYD Company Limited, which
makes 65% of the world’s nickel–cad-
mium batteries and 30% of the world’s
lithium-ion mobile phone batteries. With

this experience and capacity, BYD Auto has
been making strides in the provision of
electric and dual-fuel automobiles. This
includes a mid-size sedan, which uses an
iron-phosphate-based battery, and can be
recharged to 70% of capacity in ten min-
utes at special stations, and in a number
of hours through normal electric plugs.
The cost-effective manufacturing capaci-
ties in Shenzhen mean that, unlike other
car companies, BYD can produce most of
the components in its cars itself, such as
the air-conditioning, lights, seatbelts and
electronics.67 Consequently, it can offer its
electric cars for less than the electric cars
being made in the West. ‘We are commit-
ted to a green future for our planet’, said
Wang Chuanfu, chairman of BYD, at the
Detroit Auto Show in January 2009. ‘We
have the ability, the capability and the
desire to be a significant part of the solu-
tion.’68 His company has attracted interest
from Warren Buffett, who bought a 10%
share of the company for US$230 million.
Buffett thinks BYD ‘has a shot at becoming
the world’s largest automaker, primarily
by selling electric cars, as well as a leader
in the fast-growing solar power indus-
try’.69 The new model it unveiled in March
2009 showed that it was not an innovator
in aesthetics, as it closely resembled Toy-
ota’s Lexus.70 However, the real design
innovation for BYD is in the engine—a
form of innovation more important for
sustainability.

More dual-engine, hybrid cars and elec-
tric cars will not, however, create sustain-
able mobility systems, consuming more
resources than mass public transport sys-
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66 Jem Bendell et al., The Eastern Turn in Responsible Enterprise (Manila, Philippines: Lifeworth, 2009;
www.lifeworth.com).

67 ‘Plug-in hybrid goes on sale, in China only’, Hybrid Cars, 3 November 2008; www.hybridcars.com/
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68 Jerry Garrett, ‘Chinese cars inch closer to US’, New York Times, 18 January 2009; www.nytimes.com/
2009/01/18/automobiles/autoshow/18CHINA.html?fta=y.
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tems, especially if trains and buses are
designed and operated with carbon emis-
sions in mind. Yet individual car use is
likely to remain key for many people. An
insight into how individual car usage
could be redesigned has emerged from an
Israeli company called Better Place. It is
innovating solutions to the infrastructure
problem which holds back the uptake of
electric vehicles. Better Place is building a
huge network of charging points and bat-
tery-swapping systems in a number of
countries, including Israel and Australia,
to enable existing car companies to offer
electric models that are compatible with
the system. It is innovating a new busi-
ness model where consumers will pay for
the mileage they drive, and thus car pro-
ducers will earn revenue from the amount
of charging their customers do. This par-
allels the business models of manufactur-
ers of mobile phones and computer
printers.71

The way consumers use their new elec-
tric transportation will also be key to its
sustainability. Thus transportation shar-
ing initiatives are an important dimension
to sustainable mobility. Zipcar, the world’s
largest car sharing service, is now in 50 US

cities, as well as in Vancouver, Toronto and
London. The company has increasingly
rolled out its innovative business model
beyond individual consumers to universi-
ties, and now governments, with an agree-
ment reached on 5 February 2009 with
the city of Seattle, WA, for use by over
10,000 employees,72 and a partnership
with the city of San Francisco, 19 February
2009, to increase the number of electric
plug-in hybrid vehicles in their fleet as
well as the advent of new charging stations
at city hall.73

Whether personal mobility services can
be transformed in time to offset the growth
in emissions due to a growing global de-
mand for mobility will be key to how

humanity reduces its carbon emissions.
This could be helped if the stimulus pack-
ages targeted those firms ready with solu-
tions, and that bailouts were conditional
on link-ups with those firms with appro-
priate technologies and business models
for low-carbon societies. Concerns about
the leakage of government stimulus or
bailout funds outside a country may be
missing the point: the best use of public
funds is in investing in the businesses of
the future, no matter their nationality. If
the US government had invested its bil-
lions in BYD and Better Place, as an owner,
rather than putting its money into failing
US automakers, the US citizen might now
own a stronger asset, and be better sup-
porting the climate fight. The political dif-
ficulty of governments taking such an
internationalist perspective to their own
spending further highlights the difficulty
they face in playing a positive role in guid-
ing sustainable innovation. Arguing the
case for internationalist approaches to
encouraging and scaling up sustainable
innovations is therefore a central respon-
sibility for leading business executives at
this time of dual economic and climate
crises.

The challenge of transitioning to sus-
tainable mobility highlights the need for
government to be a partner in stimulating
the necessary innovations for fair and sus-
tainable societies. ‘It may be understand-
able, but disproportionate effort contin-
ues to be lavished on shoring up the
dinosaurs of the old order, rather than
investing in the new pioneers, who are
working hard—and often against the
odds—to incubate and scale market solu-
tions essential for a sustainable future’,
claimed a report released by Volans in
early 2009. The authors, John Elkington,
Alejandro Litovsky and Charmian Love,
describe a ‘Phoenix Economy’ that is
‘focused on providing social and environ-
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mental solutions, where markets and gov-
ernments have failed’.74

One policy innovation in the first
months of 2009 was ‘cash for clunkers’,
which gained traction under the German
stimulus where ‘vehicles over nine years
old traded in for new, environmentally
friendlier models received rebates of $3,172’.
Subsequently, Germany experienced the
highest February car sales level in a
decade. China slashed taxes on small, fuel-
efficient vehicles, which increased their
monthly sales 19%. Similar programmes
hit the road in France, Italy and Spain.75

Given the complexity of creating new sys-
tems of electric recharging and car shar-
ing that are financially viable, there is still
much for government to do in shaping
sustainable mobility.

From right to relevance

the global financial crisis might
better be termed ‘The Great Breakdown’.
For what has occurred is a breakdown in
governance and accountability that lies at
the root of the financial events, and the
breakdown in public trust and legitimacy

of the current system due to the spending
of unprecedented sums of public money
to fix private losses due to high-risk profit-
seeking. How may the CSR field be rele-
vant to this new context?

The chief executive of AccountAbility,
Simon Zadek, summed up the landscape
clearly:

After 2008, no one in their right
minds will ever again question the
negative impact of irresponsible busi-
ness practices, the source of the
world’s first global recession along
with its consequences of millions
upon millions of jobs lost, houses
repossessed, families broken, and
economies shattered. Never again
will anyone be able to look smug in
demanding advocates of corporate
responsibility to ‘prove it’. The finan-
cial community, at enormous cost to
us all, has done what no one else has
quite managed, to make our point,
loudly, globally, and irrevocably.76

Despite the centrality of corporate irre-
sponsibility in causing ‘The Great Break-
down’, some predicted CSR’s demise in
the face of bottom-line cuts and crises,
with the Financial Times anticipating CSR

professionals ‘will be told to take a gap
year indefinitely’, for example.77 CSR

risked being seen as merely an add-on in
recovery efforts, since in Western nations
all else took a back seat to securing the
banking system and ensuring employ-
ment did not collapse.

Nevertheless, the existence of Green
New Deal elements in stimulus packages
around the world highlights how some of
the issues that the CSR community ad-
vances have made their way into the main-
stream of government planning. Further
government leadership is necessary, espe-
cially to scale the sustainable and social
enterprises described in The Phoenix
Economy. If such enterprises ‘are to suc-
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ceed, they will still need substantial assis-
tance from governments, foundations,
investors and businesses’, notes Volans.
They identify opportunities for facilitation,
collaboration and support, in a Phoenix
Economy Manifesto for governments.78

As government returns to a central role
in shaping economic activity, so the poten-
tial to support a new sustainable enterprise
economy, or prop up the old, has grown
significantly. SustainAbility’s founder John
Elkington predicted in January 2009 that
executives ‘will be expected to help design 

the new order, not simply to massage the
old’.79 The leaders and institutions in the
CSR field will be tested by their ability to
effectively advocate and lobby govern-
ments to ensure the unprecedented sums
of stimulus money are transparently gov-
erned, and spent and implemented effec-
tively. They will need to push government
farther and faster than it planned on going
now that it is a client, investor, lender,
insurer and marketeer. They will need to
think and act as a movement.

q

78 Volans, op. cit.
79 ‘Director: Phoenix will rise again’, SustainAbility, January 2009; www.sustainability.com/

researchandadvocacy/columns_article.asp?id=1642.
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