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The greatest threat to 
our planet is the idea that 
someone else will save it”

-Robert Swan
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Welcome to the latest edition 
of supplychainforesight
Since the mid-1980’s environmental awareness and sustainability practices have moved 
from political rhetoric to front and centre within the global business lexicon. The need 
to minimise an organisations footprint is no longer a nice to have marketing slogan, but 
a vital component of the strategic imperative of every responsible organisation.

Toxic pollution impacts more than 200 million people worldwide, with more than 
783 million people not having access to clean drinking water.  There are currently 
approximately 41 500 species of animals and plants on the International Union of 
Conservation of Nature’s red list, meaning that the likelihood of extinction within 50 
years is a real possibility. Our oceans are estimated to contain as much as 12 000 
micro-plastic particles per litre, and global energy-related carbon emissions rose to a 
historic high of 32.5 gigatonnes in 2017. Statistics such as these paint a rather bleak 
picture of our planet’s future if drastic, pervasive action is not taken, which serves to 
highlight the importance of mindful, minimal and restorative business practices within 
industries across the board. 

With Supply Chain operating at the heart of most industries, and indeed economies, 
the responsibility and opportunity for environmental action is great, and arguably one 
of the easiest places to implement for real progress. When the end-to-end Supply 
Chain is considered, from sourcing of raw material through to distribution to the end 
consumer, many key activities can be identified for sustainable improvement. From 
responsible sourcing, encompassing both mindful selection of raw material and 
responsible extraction, to carbon-low transportation and waste management – the 
Supply Chain can have a marked impact on the environment in which it operates and 
traverses.

In our latest supplychainforesight research we review the opinions of South 
African business regarding the adoption of sustainable business practices within the 
Supply Chain, and business in general, to both create a snap-shot of the state of green 
Supply Chains in South Africa and to garner insight into the psyche of local Supply 
Chain leaders when it comes to environmental practices.

We would like to extend our thanks to all those who took the time to share their 
valuable opinions with us. We hope you find this report insightful and useful.

Regards

Sarah Lubbe,
Foresight Team
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INTRODUCTION

Trailing notably low on the list 
of benefits was the reduction 

of carbon footprint

supplychainforesight 2017 reviewed the benefits that professionals recognise as accruing 
from the implementation of technology within Supply Chain. Trailing notably low on the list 
of benefits was the reduction of carbon footprint, with only 2% of respondents ranking it as a 
primary objective within their Supply Chain technology adoption agenda. This echoed results 
from prior supplychainforesight’s where sustainability issues were consistently ranked as low on 
the agenda of local business. It is, however, notable that as many as 84% of previous respondents 
indicated that they would change at least some of the importance given to sustainability issues 
within their organisation.

There seems to be an inherent dissonance – leaders know and want to do better regarding 
environmental practices, but other priorities continue to take precedence. There continues to 
be a tendency to point to cost as the factor most likely to hinder the adoption of sustainable 
practices. Added to this the dilution of global political will and a decrease in incentive programmes 
further contribute to green business being relegated to the bottom of the proverbial strategic 
pile. This, however, is in sharp contrast to the growing consumer trend of demanding products 
that are mindful of the environment. This purchasing behaviour is heightened by the freedom 
of information available to the market, and the technology available to report, track and 
measure the impact of a product resulting in savvy consumers knowing and demanding 
better. Organisations would do well to start considering environmental impact as a primary 
driver of competitive advantage or face the possibility of decreased market share and 
reputational backlash.

Organisations that get it 
understand that you can 
reduce your cost by reducing 
environmental footprint”

- Roger Eacock
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A study conducted by Unilever 
indicated that more than a third 
of consumers purchase products 
that uphold and actively pursue 
a positive environmental impact. 
Faced with changing consumption 
patterns, the ethical obligation to 
protect the environment and indeed 
the cost and profit implications, 
sustainability as an entrenched 
business practice is fast becoming 
as important as technological 
advancement in creating 
competitive advantage.

Taking a local view, South African 
business bears considerable 
responsibility for our national 
ranking as one of the highest 
carbon emission nations in the 
world per capital. 

Our household and industrial reliance on coal sees the country rank within the top 20 “dirty” 
economies. Within the local Supply Chain, the challenge of carbon emissions is exacerbated by 
our geographic dispersion – that of a centralised economic hub requiring goods from ports over 
500km away. Similarly to other emerging economies dealing with historical, and indeed the 
current wealth divide, the cost of goods is a primary driver of the local economy, with the 
majority of the consumer base remaining very price sensitive. 

A financial case for sustainability

Unilever’s financial results are reflective of the consumer 
trend of mindful purchasing with brands such as Dove, 
Hellmann’s and Ben & Jerry’s, who have integrated 
sustainability into both their purpose and products, 
delivering nearly half the company’s global growth. 
Collectively these brands are growing 30% faster than 
the rest of the business. A study by the company further 
suggests that the trend for purpose-led purchasing is 
greater among consumers in emerging economies than 
in developed markets. While 53% of shoppers in the UK 
and 78% in the US say they feel better when they buy 
sustainably produced items, that number rises to 88% in 
India and 85% in both Brazil and Turkey. 

Such empirical evidence is solid proof that sustainable 
practices throughout the Supply Chain can directly 
translate into financial benefit.

This can, unfortunately, be a double-edged sword for the consumer, as the need for lower prices can 
open the door for bad environmental practices within production in attempts to contain costs, and this 
can lead to a direct impact on the health and well-being of the very consumers requiring the low-cost 
products. Local reliance on coal, our geographic dispersion and the demand for inexpensive goods 
within South Africa all combine to create a unique vortex facing local business and the Supply Chains 
operating and competing for market share locally.
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In this year’s research, we sought to understand the state of sustainable business practices 
within local Supply Chains, and business at large. Encouragingly 64% of respondents indicated that 
sustainable business practices have indeed been adopted within their organisations. Of the 
remaining 36% who have yet to adopt such, almost two thirds intend to do so within the next 
three years. This indicates that by 2020, just shy of 90% of local business will have adopted some 
sustainability within their everyday operations.

The need to understand the rate and 

type of adoption, together with a drive 

to better understand the state of green 

Supply Chains – and a desire to spark thought 

regarding local environmental practices 

inspired this research – embodied in the title 

“The Green Revolution”

TIME FRAME OF ADOPTION OF SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES

Have been 
adopted

Will be a priority in 
next 3 years

Will be a priority in 
next 3-5 years

Will never be 
a priority

Will be a priority in 
more than 5 years

64% 23% 6%

4%3%
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SURVEY 
METHODOLOGY 
AND 
RESPONDENT 
PROFILE
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The supplychainforesight programme is based on the responses to a formal survey to garner the 
independent views and opinions of South African business leaders. 

Barloworld Logistics designed the research questions, and a formal web-based survey was 
conducted. Sufficient responses were gathered to provide a snap-shot into the opinions of 
leaders, with 90% of respondents identifying themselves as middle management and up.

It is interesting to note that almost half of all respondents fall into the category of small 
businesses with annual turnover of less than R100 million, with a further 32% of respondents 
being from large enterprises with turnovers of more than R1 billion per annum. This result 
perhaps serves to highlight that large industry and multinational players are conscious of their 
obligations regarding environmental practices, adopting such with both compliance and 
strategic motives. In smaller organisations, however, although the environmental impact and 
responsibility may be less, the desire by leadership to be perceived as good and responsible 
citizens bears gravitas.  Within such businesses, the actions of the organisations have a 
somewhat more direct reflection on the ethos of the entrepreneur as an individual. This close tie 
between the entity and the individual may be a reason as to why smaller enterprises recognise 
good environmental practice as a priority, together with the fact that in such organisations it is 
somewhat easier to achieve. 

INDUSTRY PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS 
EXCLUDING SUPPLY CHAIN AND 

OTHER CATEGORIES

Just over 40% of respondents  
identified themselves as being from 
the Logistics and Supply Chain 
industry, indicating that the views 
expressed offer a robust insight into 
the minds of local Supply Chain 
professionals. 20% of respondents 
stated that they were from either the 
Services or Other industry categories, 
reflecting the continuous evolution 
of industry classifications and new 
business models entering the 
economy. The remainder of 
respondents came from a cross- 
section of traditional industries. 
Resource heavy industries such as 
Mining, Automotive and Oil, Gas & 
Chemical represent 36% of the 
remaining respondents, with 
consumer-dependent sectors 
representing a further 52%. 

A noticeable lack of respondents from industries such as Building & Construction and the Public 
sector may be reflective of current priorities within such industries, or that when demand is  
less reliant on consumer sentiment, the priority given to environmental matters slips down the 
agenda.

"It is our collective and individual responsibility 

to preserve and tend to the world in which 

we all live"- Dalai Lama
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What is concerning is the relatively low number of medium-sized businesses indicating interest 
in environmental practices. There are many such organisations within the local economy, and the 
combined impact of low adoption rates will have far-reaching effects. The challenge may lie within 
the availability of resources within such enterprises to tackle the more significant sustainability 
requirements facing them while on a growth path, or indeed struggling to maintain market share 
in a highly competitive portion of the economy. Perhaps the solution here is not individual action, 
but cross-industry collaboration allowing for similar organisations to come together to participate 
in mutually adopted programmes or adopting circular economy principles to realise maximum 
environmental benefit, while mitigating resource constraints. 

RESPONDENT PROFILE BY ORGANISATIONAL TURNOVER

MORE THAN 
1 billion

999 mil 
- 500 mil

100 mil 
- 499 mil

LESS THAN 
100 mil

32% 9% 10% 49%
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THE GLOBAL 
REALITY
HIGHLIGHTED 
BY CONSUMERS, 
DEFENDED BY 
ACTIVISTS AND 
PROMOTED BY 
GOVERNMENTS
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After all, sustainability means running the 
global environment - Earth Inc. - like a 
corporation: with depreciation, amortisation 
and maintenance accounts. In other words, 
keeping the asset whole, rather than 
undermining your natural capital” 

- Maurice Strong

From a global perspective, the sustainability conversation and agenda has evolved far 
beyond the straightforward “go-green” narrative that characterised the last years of the previous 
millennium. In 2005, the Kyoto Protocol launched, legally binding participating countries to goals for 
greenhouse gas emissions and in 2007 former US Vice-President Al Gore’s documentary 
“An Inconvenient Truth” won an Academy Award, serving to highlight that sustainability had 
become firmly mainstream. In 2009, research indicated that almost 50% of the world’s population 
occupy less than 2% of the world’s land mass, but consume nearly 75% of all resources. In 2011, 
the earth’s population reached 7 billion, and it is predicted to hit 8 billion by 2025 – increasing 
by almost 1 billion people every 10 years. The last 7 years have been characterised by increased 
adoption of various global initiatives ranging from carbon emission targets to ocean and forestry 
preservation. They have also, however, seen the exit of the USA from the Kyoto Agreement in 2017, 
the dramatic shift in Germany’s position as global climate action champion, escalating climate 
change and the World Economic Forum citing environmental disasters as more likely and severe 
than economic crises at their most recent session.

Despite turbulent times for the global environmental agenda, the outlook for some key factors 
remains positive. It is predicted that the market for renewable energy has reached the tipping 
point and that it will be the cheapest form of new power generation within the next three years 
thanks to the falling costs of manufacturing. Solar energy is already the most inexpensive and 
easily accessible form of energy in fifty emerging markets. Although mainly still dependant 
on traditional sources of fossil fuel, Africa is rich with potential for wind, solar, geothermal and 
hydropower energy. Forecasts predict that by 2040 renewable energy may well provide more 
than 40% of all power generating capacity on the continent if decisive, innovative action is 
taken in the coming years. This drive for renewable energy is already being knit into the fabric of 
business with well over 200 of the world’s largest corporations adopting targets aimed at 
reducing emissions and utilising renewable energy sources, particularly within their Supply Chains.
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Globally, almost 300 million tonnes of plastic are consumed 
each year, with as little as 9% recycled. This scourge is 
having a devastating effect on our oceans, terrestrial habitats and 
indeed cities and towns. Recently China joined numerous 
other countries to clean up their act, uniting in a common 
purpose of banning or restricting plastic bag usage. South Africa 
introduced a compulsory plastic bag tax in 2003, and despite 
funds collected not being allocated correctly, it served the 
purpose of raising customer awareness when using such bags. 
Countries such as India have begun to produce biodegrad-
able alternatives to plastic made from natural starches which 
will have a wholly more positive impact on the environment. 
11 enterprises, such as Coca-Cola, Mars, PepsiCo and Unilever,  
representing more than six million tonnes of plastic packag-
ing have all committed to using 100% reusable, recyclable 
or compostable packaging within the next seven years.

The proliferation of electric vehicles will become a reality soon, 
with many motor manufacturers stating their intention to 
mainstream production within the next five years. In early 2018 
Kia Motors unveiled its latest electric crossover set to offer 
an impressive 450km per charge without compromising 
comfort or speed.  The UK has declared its intention to ban the 
sale of petrol and diesel powered vehicles by 2040 and China 
accounted for more than half of all global electric vehicle car 
sales in 2017. The electronic vehicle has a significantly reduced 
environmental impact when compared to that of traditional 
combustion engines and their impact is set to diminish even 
further as technology improves. Concerns over the electric 
vehicles reliance on rare-earth metals such as cobalt and 
lithium are offset by the large-scale reserves of such, as well 
as closely monitored mining practices of these elements. It is 
estimated that by 2030 approximately 35% of all vehicles 
operating within the Supply Chain industry will be electric, with  
global players already ordering the Tesla Semi for their fleets.
The initial investment in such vehicles is undoubtedly 
more substantial than their traditional counterparts,  

but Tesla estimates that their electric truck costs about R9.60 per kilometre to run, approximately 
30% less than conventional vehicles, making them cheaper over their entire lifespan.  This move 
is not only aligned to consumer demand for cleaner products but is preemptive in those markets 
likely to ban combustion engines in years to come. 

Since 2008, the world has experienced two global food price shocks—the result of disruptions 
to supply and demand driven by drought, unusual weather, and increased consumption. These 
events have highlighted the interconnected nature of global Supply Chains, and indeed the global 
food network. They have also shown the fragility of these networks in the face of volatile weather 
patterns and constraints on natural resources in traditional growing regions. A high-functioning 
global Supply Chain can allow a company to manage two types of sustainability related risks as 
well as create global impact through its environmental policy. First, is the impact of providing 
goods and services to customers. A typical global Supply Chain creates far greater environmental 
cost than its own operations, accounting for more than 80% of greenhouse gas emissions and 
more than 90% of the impact on air, land, water, biodiversity, and geological resources.

Giving the environment 
a chance to Open 
Happiness

Coca-Cola has pledged 
to tackle the global 
packaging problem by 
cutting waste generated 
from its products. The 
consumer giant is inten-
sifying efforts to address 
the issue of plastic from 
its products adding to 
the contamination of the 
oceans. The beverage 
company, which uses 
120 billion bottles a year, 
says it will collect and 
recycle the equivalent 
of all its packaging by 
2030. It will also aim to 
make all of its packag-
ing is made out of an 
average of 50% recycled 
content by the same 
date.
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Sustainable development is the pathway 
to the future we want for all. It offers a 
framework to generate economic growth, 
achieve social justice, exercise environmental 
stewardship and strengthen governance” 

- Ban Ki-moon

The second sustainability risk that a global Supply Chain 
can mitigate is disruptions to the steady stream of product. 
Recently, GrainCorp, a multinational agriculture business 
based in Australia, suffered 23% decrease in its grain deliveries 
resulting in a 64% drop in profits thanks to a drought and its 
inability to source raw materials from elsewhere. The impact 
of the adoption of an environmental policy into a global sup-
ply chain should not be underestimated, firstly in terms of 
the direct impact such decisions have on the environment, but 
secondly, in terms of the impact made on the practices 
within the global economy as a whole. For example, when 
large, global food companies commit to deforestation free 
commodities, their entire Supply Chain listens. When McDon-
ald’s committed to source only deforestation free beef by 2020, 
other global food companies followed suit. Global companies 
are in a unique position to influence not only their own Supply 
Chains but also that of their rivals, and the industry in general. 
Such decisions are not only positive for the environment but 
create consumer goodwill and loyalty that can often be directly 
linked to increased market share. Global Supply Chains hold 
the responsibility of not only protecting their own organisa-
tions against risk but also of influencing and changing industries 
through the adoption of sustainable practices. There should, 
therefore, no longer be any doubt that as a business practice 
Supply Chain is a key driver of sustainability on a global scale.

Organisations such as the United Nations Environment 
Programme, The World Economic Forum, World Wildlife 
Foundation and many others act as lightning rods for 
global initiatives creating coordination, cooperation and shared 
goals. Agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol set targets and 
objectives for member nations who work together towards 
common causes on a global scale. Giant global organisations 
are adding their weight and cooperation to various initiatives. 
Undoubtedly, the seriousness and awareness of the impact 
and responsibility of environmental practices are well known, 
but how do local organisations measure up to their global  
compatriots?

A McGreen Supply Chain

McDonald’s aims to 
eliminate deforestation 
from their global Supply 
Chains within the next 
few years.

The Company’s 2015 
commitment includes 
that by 2020 the raw 
materials that they buy 
in the greatest volume – 
beef, chicken (including 
soy in feed), palm oil, 
coffee and the fibre used 
in customer packaging 
will be sourced from 
areas not vulnerable to 
deforestation. 

They are a signatory to 
the New York Declara-
tion on Forests which is 
a shared commitment 
from some of the world’s 
most influential countries, 
companies and NGOs to 
help end deforestation 
by 2030, and to eliminate 
deforestation from 
private-sector supply 
chains of beef, soy, palm 
oil, and paper products 
by 2020.
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HOW GREEN IS 
THE RAINBOW 
NATION? 
A LOOK AT 
SOUTH AFRICAN 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
ACTION
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I dream of our vast deserts, of our forests, 
of all our great wildernesses. We must 
never forget that it is our duty to protect 
this environment” 

- Nelson Mandela

South Africa is party to multiple protocols encompassing the climate, oceans, habitat protection, 
waste management and other environmental concerns. More than a decade ago South Africa 
adopted the National Framework for Sustainable Development, committing to a vision of being 
a sustainable, prosperous and self-reliant nation that manages its limited ecological resources for 
current and future generations. 

South Africa has nine biomes, each with a unique climate, rainfall, flora and fauna. Within these 
geographical areas challenges such as soil erosion, deforestation and waste dumping have 
resulted in the degradation of approximately 5.5 million hectares of land and natural habitats. 
The country is home to 95 000 known species, of which 15% of birds and 20% of mammals are 
in danger of disappearing. Of the 20 000 plant species in the country, 12% are threatened with 
extinction. At least one-third of South Africa’s freshwater fish face risk, with nearly 50 species 
of marine life being over-exploited to the brink of extinction. Every year local urbanisation is 
increasing with the five Metropolitans (cities that are home to more than 1 million people). Such 
rapid urbanisation is creating an overload on energy, water and waste infrastructures leading 
to the use of high carbon sources of energy within households, reliance on unsanitised water 
sources and rampant pollution impacting the health of the populace. Estimates put over 
80% of the rural communities in South Africa reliant on forests for fuel, with this trend being 
unexpected to change in the next decade, therefore posing a threat to the future of our forests. River 
ecosystems are vital for supplying fresh water, South Africa’s most scarce natural resource and 
only 47% of all rivers are in good condition.

South Africa holds the world’s largest gold reserve, having been the global leader in gold 
production for more than a century. Coupled with this are coal, diamond and platinum belts that 
all contribute to a lucrative mining industry. Despite the industry suffering challenges in recent 
years, it remains the largest employer in the country.  Mining is found throughout the length and 
breadth of the country, and as such, the industry has a broad environmental impact, ranging 
from deforestation to acid drainage impacting water reserves. Mine dumps were once a major 
distinguishing feature of Johannesburg and adjoining towns and a significant source of pollution. 
Within Gauteng, there are 374 mine residue areas, along with 6 152 derelict mines which continue 
to pollute the soil, air, and water. 

The future is not all bleak, however, since under the National 
Environmental Management Act of 1998 mining companies 
are required to deal with “ongoing rehabilitation” of mining 
areas. This legislation requires that mining houses focus on  
rehabilitation during the operational life of the mine, manage 
final rehabilitation upon closure and provide for potential 
environmental damage that may come to light after closure. 
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For the last century, the South African economy has 
been built on a mineral and energy base that 
continues to dominate other areas of economic 
activity within the country. The country uses 0.7% 
of the world’s energy and 12.2% of the energy 
in Africa. The bulk of the energy usage is industrial, 
with residential and transportation usage a distant 
second and third respectively. Transport, however, 
remains a significant energy user accounting for 
22% of the total national energy use. Land 
transport is currently dominated by liquid fuels 
derived from coal and oil, with some electricity 
used by rail. The industry currently uses very little 
renewable powered or non-motorised transportation. 
The residential sector uses just under 15% of 
the national electricity supply with more affluent   
households relying on electricity while others 
use a variety of energy sources ranging from 
electricity to paraffin, gas and wood fuel to satisfy 
their energy needs. Around 40% of national energy 
consumption takes place in our largest cities, 
which are responsible for almost half of 
the country’s energy related emissions. 

South African cities demonstrate high carbon emissions per capita relative to our level of 
development; in fact, our carbon intensity is similar to cities of industrialised countries such as 
London, Berlin and Tokyo. In South Africa, energy demands associated with economic growth, 
the growing middle class, the country’s energy intensive mining and manufacturing industries, 
coupled with emissions from our intensive coal-based electricity supply, are all factors that 
contribute to the growth in greenhouse gas emissions. This situation is thankfully driving 
increased local attention to less carbon intensive and renewable energy sources.

South Africa’s sustainability agenda is aimed at balancing both economic and social challenges 
while at the same time protecting environmental resources. Waste disposal by landfill remains 
the most dominant method of disposal in South Africa, and the reliance on such, coupled with 
the relatively low pricing for landfilling, has limited the incentive to devise alternative ways of 
dealing with waste. South Africa generates more than 100 million tonnes of waste each year, of 
which 90% is disposed of at landfill. Municipal waste is not the most significant waste category 
by volume in South Africa (the largest waste category is industrial and mining waste), but it is 
the most significant in terms of public financing and the impact that it has on the day-to-day 
lives of ordinary citizens. It is estimated that current general waste volumes are increasing at a 
level of about 3% per annum.

Flying high with green terminals 

The Airports Company South Africa’s 
(ACSA) solar power-driven airports 
in Kimberly George and Upington 
Airport form part of the organisations 
solar power programme. ACSA aims 
to complete solar plants at all six of 
its regional airports over the next few 
years. The solar power programme 
forms part of Airports Company 
South Africa’s environmental 
sustainability strategy, a key element 
of the company’s 2025 strategy.

The company aims to achieve carbon 
neutrality in energy consumption and 
to run green airports that achieve a 
Green Building Council of South 
Africa six-star rating.
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The private sector has responded by recognising the potential of waste as a renewable 
resource and associated business opportunities, not only with treatment and disposal but also 
in reuse and recycling. In South Africa, the majority of commercial waste recycling initiatives are 
developed and driven by the private sector. Over the last two years, the concept of a green 
economy has moved into the mainstream of policy discourse. Transitioning to a green economy 
has sound economic and social justification. For South Africa, and the waste  management 
sector, in particular, this involves levelling the playing field for greener products by reforming 
policies and developing incentives, strengthening market infrastructure, redirecting public 
investment, and greening public procurement. For the private sector, this involves responding 
to policy reforms and government incentives through increased financing and investment, as 
well as building skills and innovation capacities to take advantage of opportunities arising from a 
green economy.

The economic consequences of biodiversity loss and environmental impact in South 
Africa are considerable as selected local ecosystems are worth millions of Rands per annum with  
industries such as tourism, farming, filming and pharmacology relying on our resource rich 
land. The challenge in South Africa, as with all other countries, is the implementation of 
international obligations, monitoring and enforcement associated with coordinating the  
vast number of overlaps and gaps, governance, jurisdictions and legislation. However, the 
process of improvement is continuous and dynamic, as is evident from reforms that are 
underway in existing law, policy, plans and programmes. It will take coordination between the 
public and private sectors, and indeed participation of individuals throughout society, to 
harness, preserve and protect the immense natural resources within South Africa for generations 
to come.

Recognising the potential of 
waste as a renewable 

resource 
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IS LOCAL 
BUSINESS 
LEKKER?  
HOW IS SOUTH 
AFRICAN 
BUSINESS 
EMBRACING 
SUSTAINABILITY?
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Within business, nothing is ever done for purely altruistic motivation, however “the right thing 
to do” ranked overwhelmingly high as the main reason why organisations are adopting 
sustainability practices. This seemingly profitless motive is interesting, as it indicates that for 
the most part, business leaders want to do what they know is right. The hardcore benefits, 
however, come through firmly in the second and third ranked reasons with 38% of respondents 
indicating that financial benefit and legal and social pressure are equally important as rationales 
for environmentally friendly practices. This goes without saying; if a process can unlock value for 
the organisation, it will be adopted. 

The avoidance of legislative action, when 
combined with social pressure and the risk 
of reputational damage is interesting as over 
the last few years many organisations have 
fallen on the altar of public opinion, and as 
such these pressures are becoming almost 
as important as financial benefit. Public 
shaming in the social media arena is 
often the first battle an organisation will face 
if found to be contravening good business 
behaviour, and this remains true for actions 
that impact the environment. If one 
considers that being perceived to “be doing  
the right thing” is such an overwhelming 
driver of corporate behaviour, it is no 
surprise that reputational risk is paramount. 
This is where any façade of righteousness 
will indeed be tested. Organisations would 
be well warned to manage sustainable 
business practices from this perspective. 
Financial benefit will likely flow from such, 
but to simply “window dress” with green 
rhetoric to capture the high ground, without 
backing it with real action is likely to be 
uncovered, quickly and dramatically 
in the public domain.

The Social Media Warriors are watching

Protecting the environment, recyclable packaging 
and animal welfare were all listed as top ethical 
issues by consumers. Consumers are becoming 
more and more sceptical about large, global 
corporations making “ethical” promises. If a brand 
claims to stand for something, then they need to 
stay true to this, and in the age of social media, 
consumers are quick to call them out. 

Cosmetics giant NARS found this out the hard 
way. It faced a consumer backlash after revoking 
its cruelty-free status to enter the Chinese market. 
China requires animal testing on some imported 
cosmetics, which poses a big dilemma for brands 
looking to expand internationally. 

NARS customers were quick to take to social 
media, calling for a boycott of the make-up giant 
that they claimed chased “profits over principles”. 
Ethical beauty advocate and influencer 
Kat Von D’s response at the time that NARS 
had “chosen a pay check over compassion” 
received almost 130 000 likes, ten times the 
number on NARS’ original post. The brand still 
bears the scars of this social media storm.

FACTORS MOTIVATING THE ADOPTION OF SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES

“the right thing to do” 
ranked overwhelmingly high

Right Thing to Do

Profit/Cost Saving Mechanism

Legislative/Social Pressure

Reputational Risk/Benefit

Product/Service innovator

Operational/Benefits

57%

38%

38%

34%

32%

26%

*Respondents were asked to select all applicable
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Regardless of global precedent, legislative pressure and market demand, the starting point in 
the successful implementation of sustainable business practices is the adoption of environmental 
policy into the ethos of an organisation. Such a system is not only the organisation’s commitment 
to the laws and other mechanisms governing environmental practices, but also directly translates 
into the company culture and operational practices. Over 95% of respondents indicated that their 
organisation has indeed adopted an internal policy which documents the aims and principles 
concerning the environmental impact within the organisation’s ordinary course of doing busi-
ness. Such policies are an essential building block towards sustainable business, and this result is 
in sharp contrast to the relatively low percentage of respondents indicating C-suite support for 
sustainable business practices.

With only 36% of respondents stating that senior management has strongly adopted and 
supported such, it is hardly surprising that environmental issues remain somewhat low on the 
strategic agenda. What is heartening is that despite a muted top-level commitment to 
sustainability, half of the respondents indicated that there is an awareness from the C-suite, 
suggesting that while the environment may still play second fiddle to other business 
objectives, there is attention being given within local organisations. It is often said that within 
developing economies, environmental and upliftment agendas conflict since limited 
resources should be allocated to humanitarian objectives rather than to “green” goals, 
however, there is a growing understanding that far from being opposites, the two are 
irrevocably intertwined. Conserving the natural environment and managing factors like carbon 
emissions have a direct impact on the living conditions, health and economic prosperity of the 
community, and indeed on the longevity of the organisations that operate within them. 
Local leadership would be wise to take cognisance of this and implement sustainability as a 
means to drive profits and market share, rather than view it as a competing objective in the 
pursuit of such goals.

EXTENT TO WHICH INTERNAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
POLICY HAS BEEN ADOPTED

ADOPTION OF SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES BY THE C-SUITE

Strongly 
adopted

Not at allStrongly 
to some 
extent

40% 56% 4%

Strongly adopted 

36%
Adopted to some extent 

50%
Not adopted 

14%
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A robust tactical approach is needed to take environmental 
policy from rhetoric to measurable impact that gains real strides 
in the sustainability arena. Modern organisations are seeking to 
implement environmental policy and management that not only 
satisfies regulatory compliance but provides the opportunity for 
operational efficiency, higher financial performance, enhanced 
customer satisfaction and ultimately improved market share. Such 
ambitions firstly need to be ingrained within the organisational 
strategy to ensure that the ethos of sustainability filters through-
out the organisation, but secondly, implementation, monitoring 
and reporting is required through every business unit, factory and 
operation in a manner which integrates environmental practices 
into core business processes. Respondents indicated that for the 
most part, in organisations where sustainability practices had been 
adopted, such is supported by a dedicated environmental function, 
with as many as 80% citing sustainability departments operating 
within their organisations. It is interesting to note, however, that 
despite an over-whelming majority of organisations setting up 
dedicated sustainability departments, just over half of respondents 
indicated that their organisation conducted formal environmental 
reporting on a regular basis. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly the area where sustainability practices are indicated to be most adopted 
is that of waste management as this area is the most obvious place to start minimising environ-
mental impact, regardless of any industry. Currently, on a consumer, and indeed industrial level, 
South Africa does not have punitive legislation requiring separation of waste at source, so it is 
heartening to see that this area is receiving priority within organisations. South Africa has just under 
900 landfill sites, almost all of which are rapidly reaching capacity. Beyond this genuine dilemma, 
waste management is perhaps the one area that, even on an individual level, there is the 
highest  awareness. From recycling to renewing and reusing, the idea of diverting waste from 
landfill has for long been gaining traction within the South African consciousness.  

The disparity between the implementation of a dedicated team and formal reporting may be 
attributed to the understanding amongst South African practitioners as to what constitutes 
formal reporting, with many limiting the definition to the type of information required for 
the financial reports of listed organisations or indeed a tick box exercise when applying for  
certifications. Environmental reporting can take many forms and is not limited to compliance 
reporting and the like. For an organisation wanting to achieve sustainability objectives 
simple measurements, such as electricity and water usage, if done regularly enough will 
indicate progress, and stumbling blocks allowing for swift correction should the need arise.

ORGANISATIONAL AREAS WHERE SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES ARE IMPLEMENTED

HOW OFTEN FORMAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

REPORTING IS CONDUCTED 
WITHIN LOCAL BUSINESSES

52%

34%

10%

4%
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Waste management

Logistics

Procurement

Office  Layout & Maintenance

Strategy

Manufacturing

Research & Development

61%

47%

43%

37%

37%

33%

29%

*Respondents asked to select all applicable
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47% of respondents indicated 
that logistical activities, either 
within warehousing or 
transportation, are also an 
area of focus when managing 
environmental impact. Again, 
it is relatively unsurprising that 
this area is gaining attention 
since carbon emissions are also 
reasonably publicised within the 
sustainability realm. What is 
concerning, however, is that 
despite these areas ranking as 
a top priority, still less than 50% 
of respondents are focusing on 
logistics as an area rich with  
sustainability opportunities. 
The question must then arise 
as to why – could it be that in 
low-growth economies, priority 
shifts to profit regardless of 
environmental impact?. Or is it 
merely a lack of understanding 
of activities now commonplace 
within the Supply Chain that 
are in fact benefiting the 
environment?. It continues to 
seem that lack of strategic 
support not only hinders the 
sustainability agenda but that it 
may well still be considered the 
realm of zealous “greenie 
beanies” and not the wide- 
ranging business imperative it 
in fact is. 

More notable than the high scoring areas of focus, however, 
is the fact that manufacturing and research and development 
can only be described as laggards when adopting sustainable 
business practices. In particular, it is concerning that less than 
a third of respondents indicated sustainability as a priority 
when developing new products. If products of the future are 
not designed, from the very get-go, to have a carbon light 
footprint, the battle for environmental sustainability will 
continue long into the future. As technology develops in leaps 
and bounds, and the global scientific community 
continues to make strides in terms of alternative raw materials 
and advanced processes, there is no reason why product 
development should not be the leading area in which 
organisations are looking to reduce their overall footprint. 
This is arguably the long-term strategy that would eventually 
negate many of the reactive mechanisms necessary today.

“There is a simple rule about the 
environment. If there is waste or 

pollution, someone along the line 
pays for it” - Lee Scott 

A Greener Apple

Apple Inc. has committed investment to a joint venture 
that reflects the iPhone-maker’s take on environment- 
friendly technology innovations. The joint venture could 
change global manufacturing. Aluminium is a key material 
in many of Apple’s most popular products and for more 
than 130 years, it’s been produced the same way.

Aluminium giants Alcoa Corporation and Rio Tinto 
Aluminium announced the venture called “Elysis” to 
commercialise patented technology that eliminates direct 
greenhouse gas emissions from the traditional smelting 
process - a key step in aluminium production. Apple has 
partnered with both aluminium companies and the 
governments of Canada and Quebec, to collectively 
invest a combined $144 million to future R&D in this arena.



20

68% of respondents pointed to 
budgetary constraints as the 

primary stumbling block 

There is a long tradition of pointing to a lack of resources as being the main reason as to why 
organisations shy away from implementing environmental tactics. Often a move towards 
sustainability means retrofitting existing infrastructure, changing or adding processes and 
engaging more people to manage environmental programmes. It is, therefore, no surprise that 
68% of respondents pointed to budgetary constraints as the primary stumbling block when trying 
to implement sustainable business practices. The irony is that often the implementation of these 
practices can, in fact, unlock financial value for the organisation far beyond the initial cost outlay. 
Added to this, for the most part, external costs such as the impact on society or threat to business 
continuity are hard to quantify and are therefore not included as expenses to be offset against the 
cost of implementing sustainable practices.

CHALLENGES WHEN IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES.

68% 

Resource/ 
budget 

limitations

32% 

Lack of 
internal 
support

25% 

Difficult to 
achieve 
change 25% 

Weak regulatory 
incentive

24% 

Low ranking 
strategic 

importance

16% 

No real value/ 
advantage 

created

*Respondents asked to select all applicable
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Lack of internal support was cited as a challenge by just over a third of respondents, and 
this is in line with previous results indicating a lack of C-suite support. The two results indeed 
dovetail, in that if management are not holding environmental practices as a necessity, they will 
not expect such from their teams and will more than likely set performance indicators that do 
not encompass sustainability factors. It is, therefore, completely understandable that employ-
ees are unlikely to support environmental practices and be resistant to any changes that are 
required should these be introduced. A quarter of respondents feel that there is a distinct lack of 
regulatory incentives offered locally to encourage business to toe the green line. In South Africa, 
the government has followed the global trend of offering tax breaks instead of punitive measures 
for certain compliances. Tax incentives for renewable energies or efficiencies include, amongst 
others, accelerated depreciation, energy saving allowances calculated as 45 cents per 
kilowatt-hour of energy savings achieved during the year of assessment and 150% allowances in  
respect of expenditure incurred for approved R&D. While these incentives are available to 
local organisations, perhaps there is a lack of knowledge of how to access these, or they are 
deemed insufficient as an offset against the effort and costs required to qualify for them, 
rendering the incentives ineffectual as any type of real encouragement. It is encouraging to see 
that so few respondents (16%) stated that there is no real value created through sustainable 
business practices. There is an understanding that although the road to a wholly green 
business is littered with challenges, there is real, tangible benefit from doing so. From market 
positioning and consumer sentiment to sustainable sources of raw material and clean operational 
processes, local business understands that good environmental practices will accrue benefit to the 
organisation, while at the same time doing good for the planet. 

If management are not holding 
environmental practices as a 

necessity, they will not expect 
such from their teams
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“We are now going through a sustainability 
revolution that will rival the agricultural 
and industrial revolutions in the way it 
will transform society.....innovation and 
creativity will be needed to develop 
radical new products and processes that 
are less damaging to the environment 
and generate new businesses and jobs”

There seems to be little doubt that local business is on par with global trends in terms of 
awareness, and even in the tactical applications of sustainable business, however, the gap seems 
to lie between the tactics and strategic intent. For the most part, local business is saying the 
right things when it comes to sustainability, but there seems to be a lack of real commitment to 
such throughout the organisation. Factors such as energy usage, carbon emissions and waste 
management are indeed receiving attention, but manufacturing, research and development and 
strategy are still lagging behind in terms of sustainable practices.  Slightly less than half of the  
respondents indicated that logistical activities are a priority within their sustainable business 
agenda, and with that in mind, it is worth examining the local Supply Chain arena more closely. 
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GREENING 
THE 
SUPPLY 
CHAIN



24

In the previous section respondents indicated that less than half had adopted sustainable 
business activities into the Supply Chain and this is reiterated in the results of the assessment of 
South African Supply Chains with only 28% of respondents stating that local operations are on 
par with global standards. 62% of respondents scored the South African Supply Chain industry 
as either lagging behind best practice or operating with sustainability as a low priority. These 
opinions could be a reflection of the typical local culture of judging ourselves too harshly in 
comparison to the rest of the world, but are more likely to be an accurate reflection of the state 
of local Supply Chain practice, considering other results within this study. 

Supply Chain sustainability is the management 
of social, environmental and economic impact 
throughout the movement and lifespan of 
products with the aim of creating, protecting 
and growing long-term benefit for all stake-
holders. In simple terms, this means reviewing 
and managing each step along a product’s 
journey from source to consumer to ensure 
that it leaves behind as little impact as 
possible, while still creating value for the 
organisation. 

Over half of all respondents, regardless of 
industry, admitted that at some point along 
their product’s value chain there is a relatively 
high environmental footprint and this does not 
bode well for the local environment. Supply 
Chains are complex systems encompassing 
evolving markets, partnerships and activities 
requiring continuous oversight and reevalu-
ation to maximise sustainability throughout. 
The base level for implementing a sustainable 
Supply Chain is reducing day-to-day carbon 
footprint, after which up-and-downstream 
impact becomes vital. 

Respondents indicated that between 54% and 
64% have waste management, water/energy 
usage and carbon emissions as priorities with-
in their Supply Chains. Since these activities 
should no longer be optional within day-to-

day operations but should be considered 
standard, this is a disappointing result.  A 
plethora of tactics are available to local Supply 
Chain operators to incorporate measures to 
mitigate energy and water usages as well as 
carbon emissions.

From rainwater harvesting to solar power 
and low emission vehicles most organisations 
should be well versed in the solutions 
available, and for the most part, should be 
implementing these into both existing and 
new infrastructures. Most local Supply Chain 
partners build such factors into their client  
solutions, and perhaps the relatively low score 
indicated is more from a lack of awareness 
than a lack of application. Waste manage-
ment has in recent years come to the fore as 
a vital step along any product’s value chain, 
and numerous solutions exist to support 
such at every point of waste generation, from 
manufacturing to reverse logistics. Despite 
the relatively low score of these tactics by 
respondents, they are well documented and 
studied, and as such, it is worth far more to 
examine the low ranking issues of traceability, 
raw material sourcing and disaster prepared-
ness as these factors are not only becoming 
more relevant to consumers but can also have 
far-reaching implications to any organisation.

GREEN CREDENTIALS OF SOUTH AFRICAN SUPPLY CHAIN

10% 28% 42% 20% 

Leading best practice 
in terms of holistic 

sustainability

On par with 
the rest of 
the world

Lagging behind 
best practice

Operating with 
sustainability as a low 
priority or not at all
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Over half of all respondents, 
regardless of industry, admitted that at 

some point along the product’s value 
chain there is a relatively high 

environmental footprint 

Looking at the world through 
a sustainability lens not only 
helps us ‘future proof’ our 
Supply Chain, it also fuels 
innovation and drives 
brand growth” 

- Paul Polman

RESPONDENTS INDICATE MAIN ENVIRONMENTAL 
ISSUES IN THEIR SUPPLY CHAIN

Water/Energy Usage

Waste Management

Carbon Emissions

Transparency & Traceability

Sourcing & Usage of Raw Materials

Disaster Preparedness

64%

54%

54%

48%

26%

22%

*Respondents asked to indicate all that apply
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Interestingly, less than a quarter of 
respondents cited disaster preparedness 
as a focus when considering environmental 
impact within local Supply Chains. This 
issue is twofold. Firstly, as climate change 
continues to create unprecedented 
weather events, not only are raw materials 
becoming threatened, but day-to-day 
operations stand a high likelihood of 
being disrupted. This means that from a 
sustainable Supply Chain perspective 
organisations would be well advised to 
analyse and understand the impact of 
environmental changes on the flow of 
products to their consumers, in order to 
mitigate any disruptions. Secondly, while 
most organisations go a long way in 
adopting sustainability into business as 
usual, contingency plans in case of disaster 
are often light on such factors. For example, 
most organisations have IT contingency 
plans well entrenched, but few have plans 
for environmental clean-ups, or community 
compensation plans, should, for example, a 
manufacturing plant leak waste or a product 
be found to be polluting the environment 
at its end of life. In most cases, disasters are 
dealt with reactively, but with foresight and 
planning, not only can disasters be correctly 
managed should they occur, the impact of 
such can be controlled and even 
proactively decreased.

As highlighted previously, it is concerning to note that within Supply Chain the sourcing of 
sustainable raw materials ranks relatively low on the priority list. The top-ranked priority of waste 
management is an entirely reactive response, however, if raw materials are re-evaluated, simple 
changes or innovations can be made to an ingredient or process to mitigate waste during 
manufacturing proactively, or at the product’s end-of-life. Furthermore, the cost of waste 
disposal is relatively high and often borne by functions towards the end of the chain. These costs 
can effectively be managed, if not eliminated, by passing the responsibility for waste generation 
down the value chain to the point of manufacture if, for example, an organisation substitutes 
a particular type of material for an equitable one that is recyclable, the cost of manufacturing 
is often maintained, but there is a direct impact on the cost of waste disposal upstream. Take 
the previously mentioned example of biodegradable alternatives to plastic made from natural 
starches being used to manufacture shopping bags in India – within this product’s Supply Chain 
the solution to waste was sought at source instead of seeking waste processes to clean up 
plastic litter. Innovations such as these, if implemented throughout the value chain, can go a long 
way to mitigate the problem from the get-go, a solution that makes wholly more sense. 
The challenge lies in removing the siloed mentality present in most organisations to create a 
more collaborative model where answers are not sought at the point of disposal, but throughout 
the product’s journey.

An oily mess that won’t go away

The BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill on 20 April 
2010, was an unprecedented disaster. When the 
Deepwater Horizon drilling rig on the Gulf of 
Mexico exploded due to negligence on the part 
of BP, 11 people were killed and the equivalent 
of nearly 5 million barrels of oil were spilled into 
the Atlantic Ocean. Not only did the explosion 
have a profound effect on nearby people — 30% 
of all locals suffered from mental illness in the 
wake of the event — the accident had a global 
impact, affecting an untold number of people.

BP pled guilty in November 2012, reaching a 
settlement with the US Department of Justice 
to pay $4.5 billion. While that may seem like a 
lot of money, it’s nothing compared to what the 
company is being held liable for today. While BP 
allotted $3.5 billion to the case, the actual costs 
have skyrocketed beyond that figure; in addition 
to the $28 billion already spent in clean-up 
costs and paid out in claims, it may be subject 
to $18 billion more in penalties.

While the net worth of BP has not suffered 
drastically, the company is being held culpable 
for its actions against the environment. It is still 
working to repair its reputation.
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Transparency and traceability is an interesting aspect of 
environmentally friendly Supply Chains and speaks to the 
evolution of consumer demand and supplier relationship 
management.  With technology advancements, more and 
more organisations can monitor their product’s lifecycle, 
and footprint, from raw material to consumption, and 
even beyond. Less than half of respondents indicated this 
as a priority within their Supply Chain, again highlighting 
that local Supply Chains are lagging global standards 
and demands when it comes to sustainability. Ethical 
sourcing has become a hot topic within many sectors. 
For example, the cocoa and diamond industries, with 
retailers and consumers alike demanding certainty that 
the raw materials used were not only sourced with 
limited impact to the environment but that they came 
from conflict-free areas and were extracted via fair labour 
practices. Where sourcing was once driven by price 
requirements, to remain competitive today, procurement 
has transitioned to encompass more sustainable 
requirements. More and more, supplier relationships are 
required to encompass environmentally friendly 
practices, and whilst this in part passes responsibility 
out of the organisation, the accountability for such 
remains within the business. Standards such as the ISO 
20400 states that an organisation should be accountable 
for its own impact and this requires that organisations lift 
their heads and look beyond their own factory doors to 
their suppliers to ensure the full traceability of ethically 
sourced products and indeed, sustainable manufacturing 
and transportation are utilised at every step.

Pollution is nothing but the resources 
we are not harvesting. We allow them to 
disperse because we’ve been ignorant of 
their value”

- Richard Buckminster Fuller

A cup of java with a dash 
of conscience

Starbucks is committed to 100% 
sustainably sourced coffee, and 
uses a system called C.A.F.E. 
(Coffee and Farmer Equity 
Practices) in order to 
optimise its sustainable 
sourcing. Starbucks strives to 
always buy coffee at fair prices 
and ensure each step of the 
coffee planting, harvesting, 
processing and purchasing is 
always done ethically. The 
coffee giant even uses third 
parties to verify that its 
sourcing is ethical. The 
standards set by Starbucks are 
now recognised as the industry 
standard for ethical sourcing. 
Starbucks works with over 
170 000 farmers and generates 
billions of dollars in revenue 
every single year. Its ability to 
remain both profitable and 
set the industry standard for 
sustainability has been a shining 
example for the global coffee 
industry.
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80% of respondents indicated that 
sustainable business practices 

have become a criteria when 
selecting suppliers

In the pursuit of up-and-downstream sustainability, 80% of respondents indicated that sustainable 
business practices have become a criteria when selecting suppliers. This is highly commendable 
as the more that industry holds each other accountable, the more compounded the net effect of 
sustainable business practices will become. 

Despite such an overwhelming majority indicating that sustainability is a criteria of 
consideration, only two-thirds of respondents stated that this criteria was a priority, again 
highlighting the disconnect between what organisations aim to do, and what happens in 
reality. It seems that despite the desire to operate sustainably, other factors, most likely cost 
and compliance still far outweigh the environment when it comes to hard-line business 
decision making. Especially concerning is the 14% of respondents who eschew sustainability as 
a supplier criteria totally.  The ugly truth is that an organisation’s Supply Chain cannot be 
considered truly environmentally sustainable without the support and participation of suppliers 
and partners within their network. Since most businesses operate within an interconnected web, 
accountability, and guilt or praise, is shared in equal measure. The adage that ignorance is a form 
of defence no longer rings true within such a system and leadership would be well advised to truly 
understand the business practices of their partners and select those that comply with both their 
values, and strategic objectives, and not allow profit to outweigh such factors.

The Supply Chain is no longer simply a backroom process that moves a product from point A to 
B, it is an enabler of strategy, a creator of customer demand and indeed the very embodiment 
of an organisation’s ethos. Undoubtedly tactics to limit energy usage and emissions should be 
considered standard, and if they are not, organisations should schedule probing conversations 
with their Supply Chain partners with haste. The emerging factors of responsible sourcing, 
traceability and disaster response also require attention, as it is within these factors that 
consumer loyalty and competitive advantage will be gained, and an organisation’s reputation will 
be cemented. A sustainable Supply Chain is no longer a nice to have, but a business imperative 
that requires forethought, collaboration and genuine intent to leave a lasting, carbon light legacy.

HOW SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES INTEGRATED 
INTO SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS

Is a criteria when selecting suppliers

Is a key criteria when selecting suppliers

Completely agree Agree  Disagree Completely disagree

44% 36% 6% 14% 

14% 20% 29% 37% 
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CLOSING 
THE LOOP.
FROM WASTE 
MANAGEMENT 
TO A CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY
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A truly sustainable Supply Chain not only holds itself and its partners accountable but seeks ways 
to collaborate with others outside of its value chain to create a resource loop whereby one’s waste 
becomes another’s raw material. It is no longer enough to operate linearly and to dispose of waste 
responsibly, the emphasis is now on how to encourage a circular economy in order to reuse, renew 
and recycle as much resource as possible. 

Throughout this study, respondents consistently indicated that waste management is happily 
receiving attention within both business and the Supply Chain, and whilst there is still some way to 
go with other less obvious sustainability factors, it is heartening that the local economy is striving 
to clean up its act when it comes to waste. It is estimated that the South African waste economy 
is worth more than R15 billion, providing formal employment to approximately 30 000 people 
(although this number increases by about 200% when one considers the informal economy). 
There is synchronicity between the business adoption rate and the steady incremental changes 
to the local waste management landscape with increased diversion of waste from landfill towards 
recycling and recovery becoming more and more of a reality. 

Just less than 60% of respondents indicate that they are utilising waste management partners 
and practices that are outside of the traditional municipal systems and that indeed divert waste 
from landfill. This is encouraging given both the rapidly declining availability of landfill space 
within the country and the knowledge that landfill is more often than not the worst place for 
waste to end up. 

“Turning every business into an 
environmental industry will involve 

applying new principles...first, we need 
to make more with less...second, we 
need to design out waste...third, we 

must begin to decarbonise our energy 
supply” - David Miliband 

HOW SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES INTERGRATED 
INTO SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS

Participates in collaborative initiatives 
within a circular economy

Waste processes that divert 
waste from landfill

Formal waste management partner 
other than municiple services

Completely agree Agree  Disagree Completely disagree

27% 31% 39% 3% 

6% 

8% 

28% 

34% 

25% 

18% 

41% 

40% 
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58% of respondents 
indicated that their 
organisations 
participate in some 
sort of collaborative 
system creating a 
circular economy 

Recycling is the most obvious alternative to 
landfill, with a wide range of materials currently 
used being viable for recycling.  Beyond this, 
incineration, anaerobic digestion and composting 
are all options for certain materials upon their 
end-of-life. Pressure on local landfill space has 
resulted in the restriction of certain waste types  
with complete bans expected to be enforced in 
the coming years. The regulations set out in the 
Government Gazette, No. 36784, 23 August 2013 
have set timelines for the banning of certain 
substances, with such deadlines imminent. In 
2019 and 2021 respectively, liquid waste and 
batteries will be banned from landfill sites. 
Reduction targets for organic waste disposal of 
25% by 2018 and 50% by 2023 have also been 
set. 

The motivation for sustainable waste 
management has long included combatting 
environmental, reputational and operational 
risks. However, significant opportunities exist 
for companies to unlock financial value through 
implementing and partnering in innovative 
treatment and processing methods that not 
only divert waste but reuse and renew materials 
within a circular economy. 58% of respondents 
indicated that their organisations participate in 
some sort of  collaborative system creating a 
circular economy. 

The humble fly – a pest no more

AgriProtein a South African business 
pioneering waste-to-nutrient recycling 
technology to upcycle organic waste 
into high-protein animal feed using fly 
larvae. They are the world’s biggest fly 
farmer, and are growing their 
business by finding a better way to 
feed the world: solving the food 
security challenge, tackling the waste 
crisis and repairing the environment. 

Organic food waste is transported to 
a fly factory for processing. Bred on 
an industrial scale, the flies produce 
larvae. Larvae are fed on organic 
waste, recycling the nutrients into 
protein. Larvae are then dried and 
milled to produce insect meal. This 
process is a safe, natural, cost- 
effective alternative to fishmeal and 
a higher protein alternative to 
soybean meal. The end result is 
100% sustainable feed for the 
aquaculture, farming and pet food 
industries.

This is most likely to mean, that for the most part, these businesses are not simply disposing 
of waste, but selling some, if not most waste, on to partners who can renew the material for 
reintroduction and reuse in the economy in some form.  According to the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation a circular economy “looks beyond the current take-make-dispose economic model, 
aiming to redefine growth, focusing on positive society-wide benefits. It entails gradually 
decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite resources and designing waste 
out of the system.”
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Underpinned by a transition to 
renewable energy sources, the 
circular model builds economic, 
natural, and social capital. It is 
based on three principles, 
namely; to design waste and 
pollution out of the system by 
revaluating raw materials; 
keeping products and materials 
in use for as long as possible 
and regenerating natural 
systems. 

Such systems and collaborative 
partnerships require a mind-set 
shift – one that changes waste 
management from an expense 
that is a necessary evil, to one 
where it is actually an inventory 
item that can not only 
generate profit but go a 
long way in creating 
tangible benefit to the 
environment as a result of 
an organisation’s sustainability 
policy. 

One woman’s trash is another’s treasure

soleRebels is an African footwear company established 
in 2004, which set out to reimagine the traditional 
Ethiopian “selate” and “barabasso” shoes. The soles of 
the shoes are made from recycled car tyres. Recycled 
tyres, which were also used with the traditional barabas-
so, make up majority of their soles. Functionally, the tyres 
add comfort and durability to the shoes, while keeping 
the landfills less clogged and keeping CO2 emissions 
low. According to CNN, the brand has created 1 200 jobs 
and although they have 200 employees now, their new 
production facility set for completion in late 2018 will 
have more than 3 000 full-time Ethiopian employees. 
Their eco-friendly approach extends to their packaging 
and shipping process, using recycled shipping cartons 
and re-usable hand-loomed cotton bags. Their displays 
are often made using repurposing of production waste 
material to reduce the waste production.

Circular model builds 
economic, natural, 
and social capital
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In this foresight report, respondents reflected 
on the adoption of sustainable business 
practices within local organisations and their 
Supply Chains. In the past, business’s sole 
purpose has been the creation of value, most 
often in the form of profit, for its stakeholders. 
This drive for value created a relentless focus 
on efficiencies designed to extract maximum 
profit, often with little understanding of the 
long-term impact of such decisions. This way 
of operating requires a seismic shift in line 
with the megatrend of responsible and fair 
consumerism supported by responsible and 
fair business. It is clear that local business 
understands that sustainability is a necessity, 
but there is a disconnect between the desire 
to do environmentally sound business and the 
strategic will to do so.

The respondents to the survey indicated 
a somewhat muted internalisation of 
environmental practices throughout their 
organisations, however acknowledging that 
such will become a competitive advantage in 
the future.  With a price-sensitive consumer 
based and low-growth economy, it seems that 
local industry continues to place other priorities 
ahead of the environment, and while this is 
understandable from a profit perspective, it 
is short-sighted in terms of organisational 
longevity. Business would be well advised to 
analyse the impact of doing nothing in this 
regard critically, and compare it to the benefits 
likely to accrue from taking action. 

Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world; indeed, it's 

the only thing that ever has” 
- Margaret Mead

Consumers are beginning to expect a broader definition of value before purchasing a product. 
A secondary value consideration is augmenting individual value (e.g. Does this couch look good 
in my lounge?) is being tested against societal value (e.g. Is this furniture made from sustainable 
material?). This broader definition of value is demanding that organisations supplement their 
products’ intrinsic consumer value with the broader understanding of value concerning 
responsibility, sustainability and fair practice.  Factors such as transparency and responsible 
sourcing of raw materials are fast becoming drivers of market demand and the key to end-to-end 
fair business practice is to align with a Supply Chain organisation which not only holds these 
values as paramount but collaborates at each step to build businesses that create shared value 
for all stakeholders. 
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Responses to this survey cemented the view 
that environmental practices within the local 
economy are primarily reactive, or in response 
to compliance requirements. There seems to 
be a gap between what goes into products 
and how to deal with what is left behind. 
The solution here lies within an organisation’s 
ability to assess processes and materials 
downstream from the final product to 
determine whether changes in raw material 
or manufacturing could mitigate, or even 
eradicate, waste at the end of the process. 
It is concerning that local leaders are not 
looking at the origins of their products for an 
environmental solution, but merely managing 
the waste at the end. This is not only a costly 
method, but one that lacks long-term viability 
for the planet, or indeed business.

As our planet stands on the precipice, it is 
essential that global business, and their 
associated Supply Chains, actively identify 
strategies and tactics to accelerate the green 

revolution. The local industry is tentatively 
exploring alternatives to landfill, and beginning 
to extract value from waste, and will soon feel 
heightened legislative pressure in this regard. 
Within the medium term, we are likely to 
see increased compliance requirements and 
heightened consumer awareness and indeed 
demand for good business practices. 

There is no doubt that Supply Chain, and the 
economy at large, is in the midst of an urgent 
green revolution Environmental impact is an 
immediate reality that needs to be faced 
head-on. The ability to identify, create and 
embrace the changes necessary to adapt 
needs to be embedded into the culture of local 
business. Indeed, the exponential impact that 
the combined efforts of government, business 
and society can have on our environment 
require us all to be forward thinking, innovative 
and steadfast in ensuring that we leave a 
positive, restorative impact wherever our 
businesses, and indeed Supply Chains, operate.
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We hope you enjoyed the valuable insights

For additional supplychainforesight or to contact us, visit www.barloworld-logisitics.com


