


About Intertek Sustainability Solutions

Intertek Sustainability Solutions (ISS) works with businesses to seamlessly integrate CSR and Sustainability with their brand and operations. We are proficient in de-
livering solutions dealing with immediate environmental and social concerns, but our ultimate value for clients has proven to be our ability to develop a portfolio of 
initiatives (such as stakeholder engagement programmes and ethical supply chain management tools) that align social and environmental performance with business 
imperatives for maximum Return on Sustainability Investment (RSI). 

Specifically, we:

 • design sustainability strategy, tailored to client needs and utilising a variety of techniques – such as corporate risk/opportunity profiling, benchmarking, gap 
  analysis and assessment of sustainability reporting and communications efficacy
 • deploy cost-effective and materially-relevant sustainability programmes for our clients, including audits and inspections of client and supplier facilities, certifications of 
  compliance with a variety sustainability schemes and standards, such as environmental assessment, supplier impact assessment, as well as training, capacity building, 
  remediation and continuous improvement programmes.
 • provide key industry-leading CSR/Sustainability tools, including:

»   Connected Sources: web-based supplier risk/opportunity management software for retailers, brands and manufacturers.
»   OpenSRI: an online database for socially responsible investors that rates non-financial or off-balance sheet risk (including stakeholder issues and a variety of other current 

or potential reputational liabilities).
»   Global Security Verification: provides global importers and their suppliers with extended supply chain and trade security systems.  Benefits include reliable third-party 

verification and assurance, enterprise-wide risk control (as well as the cost savings derived from effective risk management).
»   Mill Qualification Program: an innovative online platform for facilitating sustainable textile procurement by retailers and consumer brands – one that provides textile 

mills with new leverage and incentives to be socially and environmentally responsible.
»   Global Supply Chain Compliance: an online platform for managing compliance risk and continuous improvement. This platform facilitates supplier selection and 

automates key supply chain relationships.
»   Stakeholder Ecosystem Management: a portfolio of engagement and channel development tools.

• ISS hosts informative CSR/Sustainability Conferences, featuring expert presenters and actionable insights. 

»   US and European Ethical Sourcing Forums bring together brands, retailers, suppliers, government agencies and NGOs for discussion of current and future trends, 
  “Innovation Labs” and the sharing of best practices. 

•  ISS provides full Sustainability Communications & Reporting Services.  
 Examples include:

»   Bi-annual issues of the Ethical Sourcing Report, which provides detailed analysis of issues and discussions covered in each Ethical Sourcing Forum and beyond;  
»   A series of white papers and specialized reports on the latest sustainability/ CSR issues and innovations;
»   CSR/Sustainability Reports in long and short formats; online social and environmental communications

The Intertek Sustainability Solutions team is a network of global professionals and technical experts, offering a broad range of advisory, knowledge management,          
assurance and support services aimed at driving effective sustainability practices.

Our goal is to help companies design, build, and deploy innovative sustainability solutions that are well aligned both with ethical and business imperatives. Our process 
for working with clients hinges on robust dialogue and collaboration.  More than simply a style of doing business, this approach has been a key factor in our ability to 
produce successful sustainability solutions for our clients.

For further information, please call Intertek Sustainability Solutions’ New York offices: +01.212.803.5300
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EXECUTIVE BRIEFING

This latest issue of Intertek Sustainability Solutions’  Ethical Sourcing Report follows up on some of the supply chain initiatives 
and issues raised at Intertek’s Ethical Sourcing Forum held in Paris late last year. 

First, on page 3 we highlight the work of the Global Social Compliance Programme and in particular the recent launch of 
the programme’s reference code – a big step towards harmonising the many approaches to ethical supply chain manage-
ment. With chiefexecutive-level backing from some of the world’s largest retailers, some high-powered corporate reputations 
are depending on GSCP’s success. 

Then on page 7 we case study Marks & Spencer, the UK-based clothing, food and household goods retailer. A core part of 
M&S’s Plan A initiative has been to work with and provide training opportunities for suppliers, who in turn are helping the 
company meet its own targets. 

Engaging ethical consumers, and giving them the tools to consider ethical issues when making purchasing choices, is 
alonovo.com’s goal. We find out how this US ethical consumer portal works, on page 10.

A carbon labelling scheme that accounts for the carbon footprint of a product across the manufacturing supply chain has 
been developed by the UK-based Carbon Trust, and is beginning to appear on consumer product packaging. On page 14 we 
examine how this works, and case study PepsiCo, a labelling pioneer. 

On page 18 we show how Bio Intelligence has evolved environmental product labelling considerably – to the benefit of its 
retail clients.

Making the right ethical choices when sourcing can also be logistically trying. This is especially true for paper buyers in the book 
publishing sector. As explained on page 21, the PREPS database has managed to streamline the process for UK publishers.

Finally, on page 24, we interview Social Accountability International’s Sean Ansett about the state of the ethical sourcing 
industry, the best current initiatives, and what to look out for in 2009. 
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Since its founding in late 2006 by global retailers Carrefour, Metro, Migros, Tesco and Wal-Mart, the Global Social Compliance Programme has been 
establishing a basis for agreement on labour standards best practice in consumer goods supply chains. The stated core benefit of the programme 
is “that harmonisation delivers a shared, consistent and global approach”. To help facilitate this harmonisation, the programme offers a platform 
where participating companies can openly discuss ideas and challenges on equal, business to business terms. 

GSCP says: “A new business model is required based on long-term constructive dialogue between stakeholders and business. Working together 
with existing initiatives, across all industry sectors and national boundaries, GSCP can improve shared understanding and build trust. That will pro-
vide the foundation for real improvements for workers.” 

The new reference code is the first part of GSCP’s toolkit that will provide comprehensive guidance to best practice and a common interpretation 
of fair labour requirements and their implementation. The code itself brings together and integrates best practice international standards for fair 
labour conditions and fundamental worker rights. 

Seemingly endless code proliferation and audit fatigue are two of the main bugbears of sustainable 
supply chain professionals. The launch in December of the Global Social Compliance Programme’s 
reference code – backed by Carrefour, Tesco, Wal-Mart, and others – is perhaps a major step 
towards harmonising approaches and beginning to achieve effective remediation and factory 
improvements.

BIG RETAILERS BREAK NEW GROUND
COUNTERING CODE OVERLOAD
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DUPLICATION AND CONFUSION 
GSCP’s outreach director, Chris Anstey, gives some context to the pro-
gramme. “As recently as 20 years ago, working conditions in global sup-
ply chains were considered by business to be within the purview of gov-
ernments. Global stakeholders, including the ethical shopper, thought 
differently. Major companies all now have their own teams tackling the 
problem. However, the amount of real change has been disappointing. 
There has been proliferation, and too many wheels being reinvented.” 
From the supplier perspective, this duplication had been leading to “real 
confusion over what they should or should not do”, Anstey argues. “Peo-
ple working in global supply chains deserve better. Child and bonded 
labour issues have been getting worse. Illegal working practices in for-
mal and informal production are a global reality but remain difficult to 
identify or to remediate.” 

 
There was a general feeling among GSCP’s founders that it was time for 
some serious, collaborative thinking and the development of an effec-
tive programme for a shared approach. “We need consistent messages 
for suppliers and, to do this, business needs to engage at an internation-
al level, including input from the NGOs and unions.” GSCP will provide 
a harmonisation platform, bringing together all (relevant) existing ap-
proaches, something that, Anstey says, has not been tried on this scale 
and at this level before. 

GSCP was established at the request of the chief executives of the giant 
international retailers. “The scale of the problem is indicative of the fact 
that these global companies are cooperating to try and tackle it,” 

Anstey says. These companies share suppliers with all the main inter-
national branded manufacturers, and the supply chains reach across all 
sectors. To this extent, customers and consumers are all shared.

EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE 
Anstey says that there are three distinct factors that set GSCP apart from 
other programmes and initiatives. “It is truly global and it is multi-sec-
toral. Most importantly it has the top chief executives behind it; it is 
set up at that level.” Incoming Wal-Mart chief executive Mike Duke and 
his Tesco counterpart Terry Leahy are particularly supportive of the pro-
gramme, Anstey says. Clearly, having top people from market leaders 
like Tesco and Wal-Mart is a significant boost for the programme.

Referring to GSCP at Wal-Mart’s China Sustainability Summit in Octo-
ber 2008, Duke said: “We are working with other major retailers and 
brands…to define a set of global standards and protocols. Responsible 
sourcing relies on all of us – buyers and suppliers alike – asking the right 
questions…throughout the supply chain.”

Tesco’s international trading law and technical director, Terry Babbs, is 
chairman of GSCP’s executive board. He says: “We are aware of the chal-
lenges around human rights, social standards and compliance in our 
supplier companies. In response we have joined together in an attempt 
to deliver a shared, global and sustainable approach for the improve-
ment of working conditions in the global supply chain.” 

Also on GSCP’s executive board is Rajan Kamalanathan, Wal-Mart’s vice-
president for ethical standards, who comments: “GSCP will provide us 
with a single framework from which to base collaborative efforts, lead-
ing to strengthened collaboration and measurable improvement for 
people and the environment.” The executive board is completed by se-
nior representatives from Carrefour, Metro, Ikea, Hasboro, Hewlett-Pack-
ard and Migros. 

Alcan Packaging (France)
Auchan (France) 
C&A (Germany) 
Carrefour (France)
Casino (France)
Dairy Farm (Hong Kong)
Delhaize (Belgium)
Dole (Germany)
El Corte Inglés (Spain)
Hallmark (USA)
Hasbro (USA)
Hewlett-Packard (USA)
ICA (Sweden)

Ikea (Sweden)
Jeronimo Martins (Portugal)
Metro (Germany)
Migros (Switzerland)
Monoprix (France)
Royal Ahold (The Netherlands)
Sobey’s (Canada)
Tesco plc (United Kingdom)
Wal-Mart (USA)
Woolworths (Australia)

Note: Participant list last updated in
December 2008.

GSCP members

“Illegal working practices in formal and informal 
production are a global reality but remain 
difficult to identify or to remediate”
Chris Anstey
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GSCP is not a multistakeholder programme in the traditional sense, but 
one in which businesses talk to businesses, with various mechanisms 
in place for stakeholder engagement. Working relationships are being 
developed with relevant experts from around the world through the 
regional GSCP stakeholder meetings. Most importantly, though, there 
is a strong advisory board, with the role of advising and challenging the 
executive board and helping to monitor and evaluate progress. 

The advisory board chairman is Antoine Bernard, executive director of 
FIDH (the International Federation of Human Rights). He says: “FIDH 
considers that joint efforts and commitments by a critical mass of com-
panies are necessary to bring sustainable improvements to the respect 
and promotion of workers’ rights in the global supply chain.” FIDH joined 
the advisory board, Bernard says, “to advocate the linkage between this 
and other initiatives, particularly multistakeholder initiatives also aimed 
at harmonising attempts to improve respect for workers’ rights in the 
supply chain”. The rest of the advisory board is made up of Amir Dos-
sal, executive director of the United Nations Office for Partnerships, Ste-
phen Frost, founding director of Corporate Social Responsibility Asia, 
and Jan Furstenborg, head of UNI Commerce. 

Clearly this level of participation on the advisory board is a key indicator 
of the credibility of the GSCP programme. “Their job is to provide con-
structive and critical advice. The job of the executive board is to listen 
and learn from them. During the first year, agreement and co-operation  

between the two boards has been excellent,” Chris Anstey says. “The 
advisory board have been particularly influential in developing GSCP’s 
outreach programme, and in the detail of the reference code itself.”

Crucially, GSCP is an inclusive programme. Anstey says:  “All retailers and 
brands of any size can join. While the programme has been set up ini-
tially by the big multinationals, the benefits are there for smaller players 
and they can be part of it as and when they want.” Total membership 
now stands at 23 companies. 

What does GSCP membership require?

•  The programme is open to all retailers and brand manufacturers. 
•  Participating companies commit to the principles and objectives of 

the programme, and join the task force (which essentially means shar-
ing ideas and communicating on best practice). 

•  Companies are also expected to commit a senior executive to partici-
pate in and contribute to the programme, and ensure that this person 
has the resources to actively do so and to attend the bi-annual gen-
eral meetings. 

•  Chief executives are expected to sign the public statement of sup-
port. 

•  As the programme is non-competitive, companies must not use their 
participation in GSCP and the results of its work for any marketing 
purposes or to obtain any competitive advantage. 

• Cost of GSCP membership: €8,000 ($10,220) annual fee per company.

Source: GSCP

GSCP objectives and principles

The programme’s main objectives are:

• To define a clear and consistent message on fair labour conditions 
 to suppliers and public authorities by building consensus on 
 best practice.
• To coordinate existing industry efforts to allow for:
   • mutual recognition of audit results and reduction of     

   duplication;
   • better allocation of resources so suppliers can 
    implement fair labour conditions;
   • development of collaborative training
    and capacity/capability building activities in 
    partnership with suppliers; and
   • constructive dialogue with civil society stakeholders,     

   institutions and authorities.

GSCP also has a number of core principles. 
Non-competitive: the programme shall not be used for marketing or 

competitive advantage.
Upgrade of existing systems: eliminate duplication and seek harmoni-

sation by identifying and integrating best practices within existing 
code and implementation systems and allowing mutual learning and 
upgrade of existing standards. 

No lowering of existing standards: in promoting the harmonisation of 
existing systems, only best practices will be retained.

Open source: reference tools created by GSCP will be made freely avail-
able so that any company or group of companies can integrate them 
into their existing system if they wish to.

Transparency: in pursuit of GSCP’s objectives, independent external 
expertise, advice and constructive support will be sought from civil 
society stakeholders (including NGOs and trade unions). 

Source: GSCP
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REFERENCE TOOLS
With the reference code agreed and in place, GSCP has already achieved 
a significant milestone, Anstey argues. “It was not an easy process to 
get all the companies involved in the programme to agree to the exact 
terms and conditions, but finalising the reference code was a vital first 
step,” he says. 

The next key stage in the programme’s development will be the com-
pletion of the other reference tools: 
•  audit methodology and systems – a set of guidelines that identify 

and integrate best practice at each step of the process in order to  
bring consistency to the way audits are prepared, led and followed-
up; and

•  auditor competence – to increase consistency of auditors and au-
dits, and enable a common training framework.

Once these are in place there are two further steps that will build un-
derstanding between the different systems. First, a process of under-
standing, sharing or aligning best practice in verification systems will 
be set up so that progressive mutual recognition of audit results can be 
achieved. And, second, there will be a system of protocols for data shar-
ing that will reduce duplication and improve general transparency and 

wider market knowledge. The ultimate aim of the reference tools and 
these steps is to enable effective remediation, with companies working 
together on non-compliance issues and on improving working condi-
tions through capacity building and training. 

An important difference between GSCP and other programmes is that 
the reference toolkit will not constitute a prescribed code, but rather 
a benchmark of best practice against which companies can measure 
their own performance and towards which they can aspire. Anstey says: 
“We want to share ideas, and come up with a common interpretation 
for decent work on which all participants can agree. Then companies 
can compare what they are doing with best practice. It’s a matter of 
information provision, and providing the tools for improvement, not 
setting up new rules.”   

In this respect, perhaps, GSCP aims to appeal to companies’ self-interest 
more than some other ethical sourcing systems and requirements. Ul-
timately, companies will only change their own actions and work with 
their supply chains when they want to – that is,  when they see the 
benefits of doing so. By providing the tools, but not stipulating what 
companies must do, or by when, GSCP’s approach provides a consen-
sus on best practice that is by definition missing with any one code 
– and hence stands a greater chance of being adopted. And with such 
high-profile backing and big-time reputations at stake, the impetus to 
make significant progress is definitely present.

GSCP reference code

Launched on 10th December 2008, coinciding with the 60th anniver-
sary of the signing of Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the GSCP 
reference code relies on international conventions and guidelines, from 
which a series of best practice statements have been gathered. These 
are divided into seven themes:

• forced, bonded, indentured and prison labour;
• child labour;
• freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to 

collective bargaining;
• discrimination, harassment and abuse;
• health and safety;
• wages and benefits; and
• working hours.

Source: from “GSCP Reference Code Version 1 (September 2008)”. 
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UK retailer Marks & Spencer has been lauded as a leader in environmental sustainability and 
corporate social accountability. In addition to setting tough standards for dealing with its 
carbon footprint and waste, the company has implemented Plan A, a highly ambitious scheme 
for managing ethical sourcing and supply chain labour issues that is poised to raise the bar for 
corporate responsibility efforts of this kind. Speaking to Ethical Sourcing Report, M&S’s Hazel 

Cully outlines how the company’s suppliers are working together to help M&S meet its targets. 

A-RATED SUPPLIER INTERACTION  

Increasingly, engaged and educated customers are transforming the retail environment. Hazel Cully, social compliance manager for foods at Marks 
& Spencer, says: “We’ve found that customers don’t just want retailers to give them great products at great prices. They want to know that we’re 
doing it responsibly.” 

As evidence of the rise of the ethical consumer, she refers to two contrasting opinion surveys by Mori. “When asked in 2003 to consider the most 
important issues facing the UK, only 2% of respondents mentioned the environment or pollution. In 2007, when asked the same question, 20% 
highlighted these issues. This ten-fold increase is part of a mountain of evidence stacking up to show that UK consumers believe this to be a seri-
ous issue.”

Marks & Spencer believes, Cully says, that “behaving responsibly when it comes to both environmental and ethical issues is important, not only 
because it is the right thing to do, but because it is what our customers and our employees want us to do”. More than that, even, it is also “what 
our shareholders expect”, she says. 
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As part of the 100 commitments in M&S’s wide-ranging environmental 
and sustainability initiative, Plan A, the company has clear pledges to set 
new standards in ethical trading and substantially extend raw materials 
sustainable sourcing by 2012, Cully says. The other “pillars” of Plan A in-
clude the aims, by 2012, to be carbon neutral, send no waste to landfill 
and help customers and employees live healthier lifestyles. 

This is quite an undertaking. Cully says: “In total, Plan A will see us take 
action across 35,000 product lines; involve over 2,000 factories and 
20,000 farms with 250,000 workers around the world; and engage with 
70,000 employees and the 16 million customers visiting an M&S store 
each week. The scale of the plan is such that we recognise it can’t be 
delivered unless it is completely integrated into the running of the busi-
ness, unless Plan A becomes the way we do business.”

To effectively integrate such an ambitious scheme, it is clear that man-
agement belief in its long-term benefits is essential. M&S executive 
chairman Stuart Rose, previously chief executive until mid-2008, is fairly 
universally lauded for promoting management buy-in on the scale 
needed. Cully says that Rose’s personal commitment to Plan A has “em-
bedded it throughout the company”. 

When launching the company’s global sourcing principles, Rose said 
that “customers expect high standards and trust us to work ethically”. He 
has personally committed M&S to the integration of fair sourcing prin-
ciples in all stages of the supply chain, recognising that “when people 
are treated with respect, work in decent conditions and earn fair rates 
of pay, both they and their companies benefit from increased commit-
ment and productivity”. 

M&S’s approach to ethical trade has elements that are common to many 
retailers. The company has a supplier monitoring programme that iden-
tifies problems, and these are addressed as they arise. More importantly, 
Cully points out, “there is capacity building to avoid issues before they 
happen and a system of cooperation to tackle the more complex or 
systemic matters”. 

The company’s ethical trading programme requires that all suppliers 
provide key corporate information via the Sedex ethical data exchange 
and agree to be part of M&S’s audit programme, “which has a focus 
on corrective actions,” Cully says. Other optional elements of the pro-
gramme include conferences for all suppliers; specific support tools for 
suppliers, including country briefs, workbooks, newsletters, and train-

Progress on 100-point Plan A 

Marks & Spencer’s five-year, 100-commitment Plan A has made steady 
progress since its January 2007 launch. By the end of 2008, 20 of the 
commitments were completed and an additional 75 were underway. 

Key achievements so far include a number of successful waste- and     
energy-saving measures. 
• Since charging five pence in food stores for plastic carrier bags, use 

of bags has decreased by 80%, saving (M&S estimate) over 100m of 
them from landfill;

• Sales of Fairtrade Foundation certified cotton are up 105%, represent-
ing 4.2m garments;

• The Wash at 30 campaign has helped increase the proportion of cus-
tomers washing clothes at 30C, rather than a higher temperature, 
from 23% in April 2007 to 38% in September 2008. This represents a 
saving of over 50,000 tonnes of CO2 equivalent; and 

• The M&S and Oxfam Clothes Exchange has helped raise £1m for Ox-
fam and reduced the amount of clothing sent to landfill by around 
1000 tonnes. 

The five pillars of Plan A are:

• Climate change: aiming to make all M&S operations in the UK and 
Ireland carbon neutral, using offsets only as a last resort, and helping 
customers and suppliers reduce their emissions as well. 

• Waste: aiming to stop any waste from M&S stores, warehouses or of-
fices from going to landfill; reducing use of non-glass packaging by 
25% and carrier bags by 33%; and finding new ways to recycle and 
reuse materials. 

• Raw materials: aiming to ensure that key raw materials come from 
the most sustainable sources available. 

• Fair partner: aiming to improve the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
people in M&S’s supply chain and local communities. 

• Health: aiming to help the thousands of employees and customers 
lead a healthier lifestyle. 

Source: www.marksandspencer.com

“When people are treated with respect, work in 
decent conditions and earn fair rates of pay, both 
they and their companies benefit from increased 
commitment and productivity”
Stuart Rose, executive chairman, Marks & Spencer
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ing; and supplier exchange meetings where key personnel can meet 
and share best practice ideas. These latter elements are particularly en-
couraged by M&S’s buying teams. 

“We are trying to focus on best practice and embed this with our suppli-
ers,” Cully says, “and helping them share this with each other is a crucial 
part of the process.” M&S’s Supplier Exchange encompasses networks 
of suppliers that meet to discuss specific topics or problems. “Each year 
it is the suppliers that choose the themes and areas that they want to 
concentrate on. Some current issues include labour shortages, work-
place diversity, giving workers a voice and the business case for ethical 
trading.” Cully also says that any concerns over corporate confidentiality, 
discussing sensitive business information, have not proved to be actual 
problems for suppliers. Indeed the fact that the suppliers choose where 
the focus will be means that they set the boundaries where they are 
comfortable. “While it can be a slow start, and you can’t expect shar-
ing overnight, we’ve found that once suppliers get used to the concept 
they see the benefits and become more comfortable.” 

For M&S, the Supplier Exchange conferences and meetings provide a 
useful regular update on the labour standards issues facing suppliers 
and a method of supporting suppliers in facilitating the exchange of 
information. “It’s also useful for developing best practice case studies 
that we then use in our supplier workbooks for the benefit of everyone. 
We also gain access to a group of informed suppliers whenever advice 
and support is required,” Cully says. 

For suppliers, the opportunity to learn from their peers, as well as from 
those in other industry areas who may be facing similar challenges, is a 
key benefit of M&S’s Supplier Exchange. Meeting in a non-competitive 
environment is important as it encourages more open dialogue and 
information sharing. 

For other companies proposing to establish supplier collaboration, it 
does come down to making sure that suppliers are engaged in the pro-
cess from the start. Cully suggests that “starting with a small group of 
committed individuals and gradually expanding the scope and number 
of attendees” is a good first step. “Make sure that the agenda is relevant 
for their business needs,” she concludes. This will help ensure their com-
mitment from the beginning – and for the long term.

Fair partner successes

In addition to supplier meetings and conferences, and other information 
sources and tools, the fair partner pillar of M&S’s Plan A has contributed 
to a number of specific improvements in the company’s supply chain 
practices and ethical sourcing policies. 

• There have been 8000 hits on the Plan A Supplier Exchange website, 
which is used by over 1500 suppliers in 30 countries. The site is de-
signed as a central source of information, outlining business tools, 
best practice and other support information for M&S suppliers. 

• Three Ethical Model Factories have been developed in Bangladesh, 
with three more planned in other countries. The focus is to create 
long-term improvements in labour standards and establish living 
wage levels. 

• In the UK, a nationwide Meet the Farmer programme has allowed cus-
tomers to meet the farmers who grow the food for their local store. 
This heightens customer awareness of farming and farming processes 
in their area, and is an opportunity for the farmers to showcase high-
quality UK produce. 
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The growing number of ethical consumers focused on more than price and product quality when 
choosing products has spurred greater interest in supply chain sustainability. But it is often hard 
for consumers to find out where they can spend with a clear conscience. Alonovo.com arms 
consumers with the information they need to make informed buying decisions. Founder and 
CEO George Polisner discusses this CSR portal and the challenges involved with Ethical Sourcing             

    Report.  

NURTURING THE SOCIAL VALUES ECONOMY  

Empowering consumers to include business ethics in their purchasing considerations means that the best-performing companies are likely to 
be rewarded for their actions. Enter alonovo.com – an online marketplace that lets mainstream consumers bring ethics into the mix of product 
performance characteristics they factor into their purchasing decisions.  

Company founder and CEO George Polisner says: “Our aim is connecting the concept of corporate behaviour directly to the profit motive.” This 
alonovo.com does by providing consumers with trustworthy, credible information regarding a company’s sustainability performance before they 
buy that company’s products.

Polisner argues that there is “huge potential power in guiding what Adam Smith refers to as the ‘invisible hand’”. In other words, helping individuals 
make more informed consumer choices, thereby maximising their individual benefit, also promotes the  common good. Alonovo.com‘s mission 
from the start was to integrate technology, economics and the science of mass-behaviour to develop market demand – as well as the necessary 
tools – for assessing supplier “social performance” when considering a product purchase. 
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In pursuit of this goal, alonovo.com provides an online gateway though 
which users can access information and make purchases from the cata-
logue of Amazon.com. Alonovo.com is an associate of Amazon.com, 
meaning that the company receives a small percentage of all sales gen-
erated through its website. 

The key difference from simply shopping on Amazon.com, however, 
is that the brands and companies producing the products are given a 
clear, easy-to-follow ranking that indicates their standing as responsible 
companies. Currently, this rating is made up of a five-point scale, indi-
cated by green dots, though Polisner plans for this to develop shortly 
into a grading system (A-, C+, etc). One dot indicates poor behaviour; 
five is excellent.

Driving alonovo.com’s business model is a belief, Polisner says, that there 
are “knowledgeable consumers that prefer or demand a high-quality, 
low-cost product, and also want to know that the chain of custody of 
the product is evolving to embrace a triple bottom line agenda”. He 
believes that there is a significant proportion of customers that want to 
see evidence of respect for human rights, the earth’s natural resources 
and, yes, value when they make their choices.  

Polisner says: “We create additional sales, revenues and profits for a com-
pany that has or is evolving to embrace a triple bottom line while shift-
ing revenue and margin away from a company that is operating merely 
to produce profit, without regard for balancing life or resources.” 

THE RIGHT RATINGS 
“Our ratings are provided from a variety of sources, including KLD Re-
search & Analytics, Social Accountability International and other similar 
organisations. KLD is a highly-trusted research specialist firm that pro-
vides analysis for socially-screened investment portfolios. We have up 
to 40 different metrics – individual issues including support for women 
and minorities, clean energy use, and support for local communities 
– measured on over 3000 companies,” Polisner says. When browsing on 
alonovo.com, if a user clicks to view a product’s details, a company re-
port card appears that provides ratings in five key impact groups: social 
responsibility, healthy environment, fair workplace, business ethics and 
customer commitment. The overall company values rating is a sum-
mary of these scores. 

Alonovo.com has recognised that being a niche tool for ultra-progres-
sives  would mean ignoring the vast mainstream of consumers.  

Polisner says: “Our target market is anyone sitting behind a keyboard.” 
Recognising that we all have different priorities as consumers, the rat-
ing methodology on alonovo.com can be tailored by individual users 
so that particular areas of concern are given added (or less) weight in 
the eventual company rating. For example, one consumer may wish to 
rate specific worker rights more highly; for another user, imported oil or 
energy in the creation or transportation of the product may be a greater 
concern. 

To enable the ratings-tailoring functionality, customers must register 
with alonovo.com. Unregistered users see the same baseline values 
ratings for companies, which means that all the metrics are weighted 
as equally important. The overall aim is to make the ratings process as 
straightforward as possible for consumers using alonovo.com. Polisner 
says: “It’s important that the classification system is clear and easy to 
use. More than that, it has to work for consumers without experience of 
business behaviour.” 

SHARING THE WEALTH
Something else that alonovo.com believes makes it attractive to a wide 
range of consumers is revenue-sharing with good causes and other 
non-profit groups. “Through our affiliate programme, we are commit-
ted to helping and funding the work that non-profit organisations 
undertake in local communities and the wider world. We have affili-

ate relationships with a select group of environmental, workers’ rights, 
educational, and economic and social justice organisations,” Poliser 
says. Affiliate organisations display prominent links to alonovo.com on 
their web pages and emails. In return for making this introduction to 
alonovo.com, affiliate organisations receive 100% of the commissions 
derived from sales made through Amazon. Consumers have the option 
of listing a preferred beneficiary non-profit organisation, and alonovo.
com’s commission on any transactions they make also is passed to that 
organisation: 50% for non-affiliates and 100% for affiliates. 

“We are aware that, for many non-profit organisations, raising revenue 

“Our aim is connecting the concept of corporate 
behaviour directly to the profit motive”
George Polisner, alonovo.com
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Alonovo’s ratings: how it works 

The company rating system is designed to provide a comprehensive 
overview of a company’s social responsibility. It has three main goals:
• an easy rating for quick decision making – known as the Company 

Report Card;
• detailed company information for involved decision making –                

Detailed Company Report Card; and 
• customisable values settings – Set Your Values. 

Values Ratings
This is the baseline mode for unregistered users of alonovo.com. It        
represents an overall rating of a company’s social responsibility. 

For ease of use, the company ratings are summarised into five Impact 
Groups: 
• social responsibility; 
• healthy environment; 
• fair workplace; 
• customer commitment; and
• business ethics. 

My Values Ratings
This is a tailored mode for registered users, representing the overall      
rating  of  a  company, weighted  by  individual  users  to  match  their 
values. The ratings are calculated by combining third-party measures of 
a company’s influence with shoppers’ responses about their personal 
convictions. 

Metrics
These are the measurements of a company’s actual actions affecting 
stakeholders during the lifecycle of the product. Support for women or 
minority groups, use of clean energy and support for local economies 
are examples of metrics, and these are grouped together to provide    
Impact Groups. 

Data sources
For credibility alone, it is essential that Alonovo.com’s Value Ratings 
come from trusted sources. Currently the majority are drawn from KLD 
Research & Analytics, a firm specialising in environmental, social compli-
ance and governance matters. However, alonovo.com is keen to expand 
the array of trusted data sources to maintain and increase the quality of 
the information available to users. 
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from members or supporters is a major challenge. Because of this we 
had to ensure that our revenue-sharing model did not diminish any 
other money-raising activities. We want to spread the word about so-
cial responsibility and generate funding for organisations helping us do 
this. Affiliates’ constituents can shop on alonovo.com as they would any 
other retail website, except they are better informed and, without any 
cost to them or their preferred beneficiary, they provide an additional 
source of funding for their favourite good cause,” Polisner says. 

Alonovo.com has found that the association with Amazon has been ex-
tremely beneficial. “Amazon.com provides the price, selection and trust 
that people expect. This allows us to bring social values ratings to a 
shopping experience where the financial and fulfilment aspects of each 
transaction are completed by industry leaders in those areas,” Polisner 
says. He stresses, though, that there is no under-the-table influence on 
product ratings. “Amazon has absolutely no impact on our values rating 
system. And, for that matter, neither does anyone else.” 

While the current arrangement with Amazon is successful, 
Polisner is keen to work with other vendors. “Diversity is our 
mission. We plan to build relationships with as many vendors 
as possible so that alonovo.com’s users have the widest pos-
sible selection of products,” he says. 

For now, alonovo.com is only accessible in the US. Looking 
forward, Polisner is keen to expand overseas. Other possibili-
ties include developing hand-held devices that allow con-
sumers to carry alonovo.com’s data with them when they 
go to traditional shops. In a similar fashion as shoppers now 
use price-gun devices to keep track of shopping, consum-
ers could zap the barcode of a product to retrieve the same 
company values rating information that is available on alo-
novo.com.

Clearly there are many further possible applications for this 
concept. As Polisner says: “It really is elegantly simple, mak-
ing money for companies behaving in an ethical fashion. We 
believe that in doing so we really can help change corporate 
behaviour. As it’s a market-based solution for a societal prob-
lem, fiscal conservatives like it. And social progressives like 
it as it encourages companies and society to do the right 
thing.”

Alonovo.com – what others say

“It’s a very well-organised and well-thought-out programme for ‘socially 
responsible shopping’, with careful monitoring of corporations on a va-
riety of dimensions, intending to use mass consumer pressure to hold 
them to account, and then to extend further into other organising ef-
forts. Very ambitious, very well-planned.” 

Noam Chomsky, philospher, academic and libertarian

“If it catches on, it could be one of the most powerful social change tools 
ever put into consumers’ hands. It creates a powerful statement when  it 
can directly influence debits and credits and revenue streams based on 
a company’s embodiment of socially responsible principles.”

Joel Makower, strategist on sustainable business, clean technology and 
green marketing, is also founder of the Green Business Network and Green-
Biz.com
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While the argument about the reality of climate change and the warming effect of greenhouse 
gases on the earth’s atmosphere appears to be won, the matter of precicely how to gauge 
and address the impact of individual consumer purchasing decisions is still unclear. Carbon 
labelling that takes into account supply chain carbon footprints is one possible solution.   

Carbon labelling, in detailing the greenhouse gas emissions associated with a product’s manufacturing supply chain, is gaining momentum as an 
agent of change in consumer behavior. The UK’s Carbon Trust, working with the British Standards Institute and the UK’s Department for Environ-
ment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), has developed the PAS 2050 methodology that can compare different goods and services, and is working with 
a number of big brands to measure the carbon footprint associated with products and to establish effective labelling systems. 

Hervé Humbert, European business development manager at the Carbon Trust says that environmentally-sensitive manufacturing technology is 
coming into the mainstream. “We’ve got over the ideological mountain. Both consumers and businesses are aware of the need to reduce carbon 
emissions. This means that low-carbon technology is no longer seen as an expensive niche, and businesses are actively working to supply consum-
ers with low-carbon products and services.” 

But, drawing a parallel with the crisis in the financial markets, Humbert argues for action on emissions now before it’s too late. “Looking at the 
current financial situation, the global system has been malfunctioning for some time. We need to learn from this and work on the carbon front to 
ensure that the same thing doesn’t happen environmentally.” 

CARBON LABELLING: A BLACK AND
WHITE ISSUE?
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The Carbon Trust 

Set up by the UK government as an independent, non-profit company, 
the Carbon Trust helps organisations reduce carbon emissions and de-
velop low-carbon technologies. Calculating the carbon footprint of an 
organisation is a good first step in a programme to reduce emissions. 
Carbon footprint is the total greenhouse gas emissions caused directly 
or indirectly by an individual, organisation, event or product. 

The Carbon Trust worked with more than 5,000 companies in 2008 and 
identified savings of 4.6m tonnes of CO2. Since its creation, the Carbon 
Trust has helped UK businesses save 17m tonnes of CO2, with associated 
cost savings of £1bn ($1.5bn). Among the many big brands and compa-
nies benefiting from the Carbon Trust’s programmes are Walkers, Boots, 
Coca-Cola, Tesco, Evian, Cadbury, Innocent Drinks and Morphy Richards.

Source: The Carbon Trust

Humbert gives a number of arguments as to why developing low-car-
bon practices is vital for companies. “Low carbon products by definition 
use less energy and therefore have cheaper running costs. In addition, 
employees are also becoming much more aware of environmental 
issues and what their company is doing about its impact. There is no 
longer a debate about whether responsible environmental activity is 
the right thing to do or not, and to be taken seriously by employees, 
companies need to demonstrate what they are doing.” Therefore, if a 
company does develop robust policies it can really strengthen employ-
ee-management relations in a business, Humbert says. 

RISKY BUSINESS
Dealing with carbon emissions is something that companies are increas-
ingly obliged to do, and therefore need to be thinking now about get-
ting ahead of the regulatory curve, Humbert argues. “Already in France 
a bill has been passed making it mandatory to communicate the envi-
ronmental impacts of products, including carbon. Different countries 
take different stances, which represents a regulatory risk. Market forces 
like these are beginning to drive organisations to deal with the carbon 
issue. Pioneering companies – such as PepsiCo – are also providing a 
stimulus to the rest.” 

When companies begin to address their carbon footprints, they devel-
op closer and deeper collaboration with their supply chain, which can 
cement internal relationships as well. “Dealing with carbon emissions is 
a clever way of bringing companies together and enhancing positive 
working relations with suppliers. These issues can touch all aspects of 
operations including manufacturing, distribution, commuting/home 
working, remuneration and how to reward employees,” Humbert ex-
plains.  

A central aspect of the Carbon Trust’s mandate from the UK govern-
ment during the development of PAS 2050 was to ensure it would be 
accessible to small and medium-sized companies and could be imple-
mented at a reasonable cost. “SMEs typically have fewer key stakehold-

ers, so if one or two senior people get on board, then emissions reduc-
tion measures can be implemented quickly and easily. By their nature, 
smaller companies also tend to be more innovative and entrepreneur-
ial and so do see the benefits of low-carbon operations more quickly,” 
Humbert says. 

CONSUMER RESPONSIVENESS
As with all aspects of the ethical sourcing debate, attracting consumers 
to the concepts and informing them of the issues is crucial for long-
term success of carbon footprint measurement and labelling. Hum-
bert says: “Our market research demonstrates that there is a demand 
for more product information, as people look at more than just price 
when they make purchasing decisions. Consumers want products with 
values, and are now beginning to ask questions about the carbon foot-
prints of products, and making their purchasing decisions on the basis 
of the answers to these questions.” 

Difficulty lies, however, in relating the carbon footprint of a product to 
an impact on the buyer, but Humbert explains that “this is just part of 
the education process” for consumers as they begin to understand the 
concepts behind carbon labelling. Producers faced the same challenge 
when they started to communicate about calories in food items. Now, 
consumers are broadly familiar with the concept of calories and the 
guideline daily allowance (known as GDA) information on packaging 
greatly helps, Humbert says.

“Dealing with carbon emissions is a clever way 
of bringing companies together and enhancing 
positive working relations with suppliers”
Hervé Humbert, Carbon Trust
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PAS 2050 standard 

Developed by the British Standard Institution, the Carbon Trust and the 
UK’s environment department (Defra), and recognised by the ISO, PAS 
2050 provides a consistent method of assessing life cycle greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions of goods and services. 

For organisations that supply goods and services, PAS 2050:
• allows internal assessment of the existing life cycle GHG emissions of 

goods and services;
• facilitates the evaluation of alternative product configurations, sourc-

ing and manufacturing methods, raw material choices and supplier 
selection on the basis of the product life cycle GHG emissions;

• provides a benchmark for ongoing programmes aimed at reducing 
GHG emissions;

• allows for a comparison of goods or services using a common, 
recognised and standardised approach to life cycle GHG emissions 
assessment; and

• supports reporting on corporate responsibility.

For consumers of goods and services, PAS 2050:
• provides a common basis from which the results of life cycle GHG 

emissions assessments can be reported and communicated; and
• provides an opportunity for greater consumer understanding of life 

cycle GHG emissions when making purchasing decisions and using 
goods and services.

Source: BSI

The Carbon Trust has worked closely with the British Standards Institu-
tion and the UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) to develop the PAS 2050 standard for greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with goods and services. The International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) as information relevant to the development of 
ISO 14067. Humbert says: “The standard was developed from a realisa-
tion that only between 30% and 40% of an individual’s carbon footprint 
comes from the ‘traditional’ factors such as heating in the home and 
travel. As consumption of goods and services contributes up to 60%, it 

was crucial to develop a system that allowed consistent measurement 
of the emissions embedded in the supply chain.”  

Humbert sees a great many opportunities for the future of carbon label-
ling. “There are some great innovations out there and, whilst we are in 
the early days of carbon footprinting and labelling, we need to keep 
learning by doing and, capitalising on this, move the debate on.” While 
the Carbon Trust is UK-based, it is moving towards “how to bring the 
lessons of our work on carbon footprint measurement and labelling to 
non-UK companies, notably in the US, China and continental Europe,” 
he says. For the immediate future, he suggests that improving data 
capture and analysis relating to supply chain carbon emissions can be 
better applied. “Including carbon information on company scorecards 
would be very useful,” he suggests.
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PepsiCo: Carbon labelling pioneer

One of the first companies to work closely with the Carbon Trust, PepsiCo 
has established the carbon footprint of a packet of Walkers crisps, one of 
the company’s leading brands. Rated at 75g of carbon dioxide equivalent 
(CO2e is the accepted metric for carbon footprint assessment), packets of 
crisps have been labelled with a Carbon Trust carbon reduction logo that 
incorporates the 75g with a downward pointing arrow. This, the first ever 
carbon label on a consumer product, references PepsiCo’s commitment to 
reduce the footprint of each packet of crisps. The company is also working 
on establishing carbon footprint assessments of other products in its port-
folio beyond Walkers crisps. 

Cees-Jan Adema, PepsiCo Internatonal’s director of public and govern-
ment affairs, northern Europe, says that addressing carbon emissions now 
is good risk management. “We’re living in a resource-restricted society, and 
companies that are lowering emissions now will be better placed going 
forward,” he says. 

The carbon-labelled Walkers crisps packets have attracted significant con-
sumer attention. PepsiCo’s own research indicates that the number of 
consumers recalling seeing the carbon label on the crisp packets doubled 
between July 2007 and April 2008. But Adema says that making consumers 
aware of the footprint of items such as snack foods has been a challenge. 
“For bigger ticket items, people are relatively up-to-date with energy ef-
ficiency and the importance of looking for A-rated appliances or perhaps 
considering a hybrid car. It’s more difficult to have these issues as priorities 
for people at the food store.” 

Label confusion is a real concern. “A consistent method of supplying infor-
mation to consumers is vital, along with recognition of a standard, credible, 
global methodology. It’s important also that, if you use a label, it is easy to 
understand and relevant to the consumer in their specific market.” In other 
words, finding the right balance between simplicity and being compre-
hensive enough for credibility lies at the heart of the challenge to develop 
a good scheme.  

Certainly, companies at the forefront of carbon footprint measurement will 
be ahead of the curve when the inevitable future regulatory issues are ad-
dressed. But there is also the benefit of being able to attract the best new 
recruits. Echoing the Carbon Trust’s Humbert, Adema says: “Graduates are 
generally highly aware of the environmental debate, particularly carbon 
emissions, and are attracted to companies that demonstrate they are do-
ing something about their corporate carbon footprint.”

Adema hopes that an effective, globally-accepted methodology will be 
developed as quickly as possible – that will enable companies to work with 
their suppliers on the reduction of C02 levels. “We do need to make more 
drastic decisions about carbon emissions and environmental impact. A 
common global methodology is needed that looks at the carbon footprints 
and other environmental issues throughout the world’s supply chains. Car-
bon labelling may be a solution, and we are keen to see if and how it may 
be applicable for more products and markets,” he says. Adema thinks the 
scale of environmental challenges is large enough that serious efforts will 
be made to find solutions. “It will happen because it has to happen.”
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Bio Intelligence has developed comprehensive consumer product labels for major retail clients 
that measure carbon footprints and other crucial environmental information. Managing director 
Olivier Jan explains to Ethical Sourcing Report why it takes sophisticated analysis to produce the 
simple labelling systems that prove effective.    

WHAT ARE THE MAIN BENEFITS FOR A BRAND TAKING UP ENVIRONMENTAL LABELLING?
Clearly a brand will be in a position to gain when its packaging carries appropriate environmental information. Also, there is a real competitive ad-
vantage if a brand can be out front with environmental information efficiently and early [endash] ahead of legislation mandating eco-labelling. En-
vironmental information is going to be increasingly required on packaging and the leaders now will be well-placed when rules come into force.  

In the context of supply chain management, it is clear that the introduction of environmental labelling will bring productivity improvements and 
savings in, for example, energy consumption. A conscious effort to address environmental issues by implementing a labelling scheme, can thus 
provide major benefits to brands and suppliers 

…AND FOR CONSUMERS?
Labelling that is clear and informative can enable consumers to make purchasing choices based on environmental information. There has been 
something of an information overload in the past few years – with jargon and numbers, for instance of carbon equivalent tonnage, thrown around 
– that consumers may not necessarily be familiar with. A good labelling system avoids this and means that consumers can quickly and clearly 
compare products.

ENVIRONMENTAL LABELLING:
EMPOWERING CONSUMER CHOICE   
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WHAT INFORMATION DO CONSUMERS EXPECT TO SEE? 
I think that as the issues are still relatively new, consumer expectation 
regarding environmental labelling is currently relatively low. A priority 
for consumers, though, is that the information on package labelling is 
both transparent and reliable. 

Transparency comes from it being clear for the consumer how the pre-
sented information was calculated. Reliability, I believe, comes from 
having a third-party organisation certifying the package information, so 
that consumers can be confident it is not just part of the store or brand’s 
marketing programme.  

No one likes feeling manipulated, and this is especially true of consum-
ers making retail choices. So, clarity is essential. And as brands or stores 
have developed their own in-house “green” labelled products, based on 
different criteria, it is impossible to compare like with like. 

AND WHAT ENVIRONMENTAL INFORMATION DO YOU 
THINK IS MOST USEFUL?
It’s a quick decision-making process for consumers when they pick up a 
product in a store, so the information displayed on the packaging needs 
to be well-presented and simple to understand. There should also be 
additional information about how it is calculated, perhaps through in-
store leaflets or via a dedicated website. As the issues and concepts can 
be new for consumers, providing them with such additional details is a 
vital part of developing a credible and effective environmental labelling 
scheme. 

It is still too early for us to say whether environmental labelling is mak-
ing a real difference to consumer behaviour, but at this early stage the 
key is to give consumers tools so that they can at least be comfortable 
in making decisions based on the information provided. 

WHAT ARE THE PITFALLS TO AVOID WHEN DEVELOPING 
AN ENVIRONMENTAL LABELLING SYSTEM?
The number one thing to avoid is thinking that because you are seeking 
a simple labelling system, the information analysis that produces the 
answers is itself simple. 

It is crucial to accept that the back-end system that produces these la-
bels needs to be sophisticated and able to crunch a great deal of de-
tailed information. Our experience shows that to develop a credible, 

simple, package-labelling system requires comprehensive and detailed  
analysis. It’s an irony that to create simple package labels that work for 
consumers requires an information overload at the design stage so that 
all the relevant data can be taken into account. 

There is a danger in focusing on just one criterion when looking at the 
environmental impact of a product. Low direct carbon emissions in the 
manufacture of a product, for example, might come at the expense of 
other polluting factors, so it’s important to take as many things into ac-
count as possible. 

Finally, it is vital to design a labelling scheme that can be ‘industrialised’ 
for potentially thousands of products at a sustainable cost for the brand 
and its suppliers.

HOW SHOULD LABELLING CHANGE FOR DIFFERENT 
PRODUCT LINES?
It’s important to make sure that the information is relevant to a particu-
lar product or product category. In most of these, the carbon footprint 
will be displayed, but then depending on the specific impacts of the 
product category it might be relevant to provide additional information 
on water consumption, waste production or toxicity. An initial assess-
ment of all the environmental impacts of this specific product category, 
through a lifecycle assessment, for example, can provide insights on the 
most relevant parameters.

Take food products sold by retailers. Working with a client, a major re-
tailer, we concluded that the two crucial environmental indicators we 
should communicate on food packaging are carbon footprint – particu-
larly as this is now a term with which consumers are familiar – and in-
formation about the ability to recycle the packaging in its current form, 
to encourage consumers to use the best packaging waste treatment 
schemes available to them. 

Compare this with a labelling scheme for handsets we have designed 
for a mobile phone operator and an NGO. Again carbon footprint has 

“A priority for consumers, though, is that the 
information on package labelling is both 
transparent and reliable”
Olivier Jan, Bio Intelligence
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been included, but key environmental information about this product 
also features the use of hazardous materials and non-renewable re-
sources in the manufacture of the handset. So, information about these 
indicators has been be included on the packaging. 

WHAT OTHER LESSONS HAVE EMERGED FROM 
YOUR WORK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF  LABELLING 
SCHEMES?
As mentioned, third-party involvement in the design and implementa-
tion of package labelling is very important. But not only does it give a 
scheme that is credible for consumers, it also allows for the supply chain 
to get fully involved. A great deal of the information required to gen-
erate labelling will come from a brand or product’s supply chain, and 
will be in many cases commercially sensitive information that a supplier 
will not feel comfortable releasing directly to its customer. A third-party 
organisation can provide a level of confidentiality that reassures sup-
pliers. And, of course, once the information is analysed it is no longer 
sensitive. 

WHAT’S NEXT FOR PRODUCT LABELLING?
We need to establish common ground across sectors, nationally and 
then internationally. Some companies are leading the way developing 
their own labelling schemes, but bringing these all together will be a 
big challenge. By 2011, there will be a common labelling system for all 
major retailers in France and it will be interesting to see how this de-
velops and also if it can be extended to the rest of the EU, and perhaps 
beyond.  

Some research and development activities are also required to expand 
databases on the environmental impact of products, which will support 
future labelling schemes. In addition, some environmental issues like 
biodiversity, a factor on which some products might have a significant 
impact, are not easily taken into account at the moment. The devel-
opment of relevant indicators for such issues should be investigated 
further.

For more information on Bio Intelligence go to www.biois.com.

 “A conscious effort to address environmental issues 
by implementing a labelling scheme, can...provide 
major benefits to brands and suppliers”
Olivier Jan, Bio Intelligence
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The Publishers’ Database for Responsible Environmental Paper Sourcing, a joint initiative of 15 UK 
book publishers, is an easy-to-use guide to the sustainability of different paper stocks worldwide. 
It empowers publishers to make better purchasing decisions and links the top and bottom of the 
supply chain.   

TURNING TO A NEW 
(ETHICALLY SOURCED) PAGE

Transparency regarding raw materials enables better and more informed supply chain sourcing practices. In many chains, however, there has been 
little information flow regarding where materials have come from and whether they are from a sustainable resource. 

Neil Everett is a partner in Acona, the London-based consultancy group that provides secretariat services for the Publishers’ Database for Respon-
sible Environmental Paper Sourcing (PREPS). He says: “Publishing can be a resource-intensive industry if you consider the wider supply chain, and 
clearly a big part of this is paper. Publishers have been typically detached from actual sourcing of the paper used in printing their books and other 
materials.” Traditionally, publishers buy paper from their printers, or from paper merchants, who in turn may buy from wholesalers, who themselves 
may buy from a paper mill. So the sourcing of wood pulp may occur multiple links down the supply chain. This is the problem that PREPS was 
established to address. 

As a part of the general increase in concern about sustainability in supply chains, “NGOs were beginning to look at the issues surrounding paper 
sourcing”, Everett says. “They started to approach well-known writers and illustrators, asking them if they knew where the paper for their books 
was coming from.” When multi-million best-selling authors are getting concerned about their reputations, there is a significant incentive for the 
industry to act. 
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“There are a quite a few major book publishers in the UK. When the idea 
of establishing a database that would provide production staff with cru-
cial information about the source of paper stocks was first discussed, ten 

of them showed immediate interest. PREPS was established by those 
ten in September 2006,” Everett says. From that point it took a year to 
build relationships with the mills and develop the database structure, 
and then a further year to get the information on a full complement of 
papers established in the database and online. The information gather-
ing process is based on detailed questionnaires sent to paper mills “that 
have been extensively developed to really get to the right information”, 
Everett says. 

PAPER PERFORMANCE
A useful secondary benefit for paper buyers, and manufacturers, is that 
the PREPS database provides detailed information about other speci-
fications and performance of the papers. So if a particular paper stock 
is unavailable, publishers are able to tell their agent or other supplier 
the alternative that they want, the weight and opacity (etc) they seek, 
and also which sustainability elements they require. “The database rais-
es awareness about what papers are available, which is very useful for 
PREPS members,” Everett says. 

For paper manufacturers, PREPS provides a uniform approach for the 
publishing industry. By completing a single PREPS questionnaire, rather 
than supplying information to different publishers, paper manufactur-
ers will get their papers listed on the PREPS database. This means that 
these papers are effectively being marketed to the ultimate paper buy-
ers of 15 companies at no further cost to the paper manufacturer.. This, 
of course, acts as an incentive for the manufacturers to continually im-
prove quality (in terms of sustainable raw material management and 
other performance characteristics) of their products as compared to the 
competition.  

Getting paper that meets the highest specifications, such as the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) certification, is an increasingly difficult chal-
lenge for publishers. “Only 9% of paper worldwide is in a certification 
scheme,” Everett says. So, inevitably, demand seriously outstrips supply. 

Egmont Grading System 

PREPS awards papers a grading of one to five stars based on a system 
developed by Egmont and Acona. The criteria defining the grades are 
regularly reviewed and refined so as to keep pace with developments in 
forest sourcing. 

´´´´´  – recycled or FSC certified 
Awarded if the paper is:
• certified and labelled FSC pure, FSC mixed or FSC recycled; or
• from 100% recycled content; or
• entirely made of a combination of recycled and FSC certified 
 material.

´´´´ – making progress
Awarded if:
• at least 10% of the pulp or forest sources are FSC certified; or
• at least 10% of the material is post-consumer recycled.
All other material must be at least ´´´. Paper will be upgraded from 
´´´ to ´´´´ only if the 10% or more FSC or recycled content is not 
used as a credit for paper labelled FSC mixed or FSC recycled. 

´´´ – legal origin
Awarded if all material comes from known and legal sources. 
If a source is considered controversial, the legality of the sources must be 
verified. This means that a source is either:
• certified as meeting the FSC controlled wood standard; 
 and/or
• certified by a recognised forest certification scheme.

´´ – under review
Awarded if the supplier has provided incomplete data on the paper and 
therefore there is some risk associated with it. If any portion of this paper 
is suspected to come from a controversial source, the paper is graded ´.

´ – unknown or unwanted material
Awarded if:
• any portion of the paper is known, or suspected, to come from an un-

wanted source; or
• any of the material is from an unknown source.
Unwanted material is from a controversial source that is not certified un-
der an acceptable forest certification scheme.

Source: PREPS Process Document Issue 4, October 2008

“The database raises awareness about what 
papers are available, which is very useful for PREPS 
members”
Neil Everett, Acona
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The PREPS database, however, can help publishers ensure that they 
are sourcing the most sustainable available paper, at the standards of 
brightness, opacity and weight that they require for a particular publica-
tion. “In fact, it means that publishers are able to actually have proper 
comprehensive sourcing policies, in many cases for the first time,” Ever-
ett points out. 

PRODUCTION FORUM
In addition, as PREPS is designed as a tool for director-level produc-
tion personnel at publishers, it has become a useful industry resource 
for managing production issues. As publisher associations tend to be 
formed for editorial staff or top management, production departments 
have had little opportunity to benefit from shared knowledge and ex-
pertise..

This benefit is noted by Sam Mawson, project controller in publisher 
Egmont’s production department. “On top of the other positive things 
PREPS provides, it’s great to have a platform for production people to 
get together,” he says. “The database increases the knowledge that pro-
duction departments have about the choice of papers available. The 
database allows users to search for and compare papers with similar 
specifications, boosting the paper choices and helping with paper pro-
curement issues.”

Egmont has been part of PREPS from the start, and worked with Acona 
on the rating system used for the database – still known as the Egmont 
Grading System. Since 2003, the company had been researching ways 
of ensuring that all the paper in the books it published was from known 
and legal sources. It managed to achieve this goal in 2005, and was 
closely involved in establishing PREPS with fellow publishers the follow-
ing year, after a dialogue process intended to determine whether  the 
wider industry would be interested in sharing Egmont’s system through 
a joint approach.  

Mawson says: “The collective buying power of the UK industry means 
that we really do get the right information from the mills. There are sig-
nificant advantages for us all from the pooling of resources, and every-
one saves research costs. It would have been an enormous undertaking 
if each publisher had gone through the process on an individual basis.” 

Book publishing is not an industry where there has been significant 
consumer pressure for ethical sourcing standards. Unlike other sectors 
where consumers have a choice between, for example, fair trade certi-
fied coffee versus non-certified, consumers buying a specific book have 

no alternative ethical version available. “Consumers were not especially 
aware of paper-sourcing issues until the publishers took them on,” Maw-
son says. “The increasing importance of supermarkets as a retail outlet 
for books has been a factor, though. For supermarket buyers, environ-
mental issues have really come to the fore.” 

It has been easy to get publishers on board with the concepts behind 
PREPS. Mawson says: “We’re passionate about getting people, especially 
children, to read more. Books are a ‘good’ thing, but if they are made 
from illegally forested timber, this in many respects renders a ‘good’ 
product ‘bad’.”  

Of course, dealing with the source material of the paper is only one 
aspect of the environmental impact of the publishing process. Mawson 
says: “Having tackled the wood issue, it might be interesting to look at 
other things such as the use of chlorine to bleach papers, or water use 
and dumping into water courses.” Everett points out that “while a mill 
could be doing well in terms of its pulp sourcing, that doesn’t mean it’s 
not polluting a river”. Later this year, PREPS plans to investigate further 
possibilities for its database, with respect to  water course pollution. 

Certainly if PREPS was able to extend its scope to include these other, 
crucial, sustainability issues facing the book publishing supply chain, it 
would further increase its programme’s impact. It would be important, 
though, to retain the simplicity of the rating system that makes the 
PREPS database so user-friendly. Mawson says: “The simple grading sys-
tem is one of its greatest assets.” Perhaps an easier next step could be to 
extend the current paper grading database to the magazine publishing 
industry. “The paper sourcing issues are the same,” as Everett says. 

Indeed, a similarly effective and user-friendly source of sustainability in-
formation would be welcome for any supply chain. 

PREPS members

Egmont UK
Imago
Hachette Livre UK
Harper Collins
Pearson Education
Cambridge University Press
Wiley

Simon & Schuster
Penguin Group (UK)
Reed Elsevier
Sage Publications
Usborne Books
Walker Books
Oxford University Press
Parragon Books Ltd
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FOR ETHICAL SOURCING AND IMPROVING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF SUPPLY CHAINS, WHAT THINGS GIVE YOU 
CAUSE FOR OPTIMISM?
Companies are now beginning to accept that there are issues in their supply chain that they need to address, certainly much more so than five or 
even three years ago. There is an improved responsiveness to the needs of external stakeholders. And the leading businesses not only accept there 
are problems, but are now actually addressing them.

It’s also very positive to see increasing collaboration across sectors – it’s not just garments and footwear where progress is being made. The growth 
of multistakeholder initiatives, such as GeSI [Global e-Sustainability Initiative] and the work of SAI is another reason for optimism, as is the increasing 
role that industry groups are assuming as responsible lobbying platforms.

Speaking to Ethical Sourcing Report, Social Accountability International’s Sean Ansett says that 
while there are several ethical supply initiatives making good progress, many of the same old 
issues – such as scale and lack of real commitment from big companies – continue to darken the 
ethical sourcing horizon. 

Interview: Sean Ansett
SUSTAINABLE SOURCING’S STATE OF PLAY 
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Evidence that companies and, importantly, the key people in decision-
making positions at these companies are taking on the ethical sourcing 
debate can be seen in the fact that business organisations have found 
themselves coming under pressure from their members to engage 
more widely. Ethical sourcing is now a material issue, a critical compo-
nent of corporate social responsibility. For many companies it really has 
become no longer a question of why but how.

…AND PESSIMISM?
It’s still a very frustrating sector to work in! While some are making 
progress, many large companies support an archaic model of supply 
chain management. And where there is good work, resources are wast-
ed through a lack of being able to take advantage of lessons already 
learned. 

Companies putting new systems in place fail to learn from the mistakes 
of others, but they don’t have to start from scratch given the learning 
process that we’re going through. And, yes, there is greater collabo-
ration, and stakeholder voices are being heard more, but it’s still not 
nearly enough. 

IS SCALE AN ISSUE?
Yes. There are many beneficial projects out there, but they are still in 
many cases very small. A process of scale-up is required, with empha-
sis on co-operation, training, capacity building and process enhance-
ment. 

And while companies have begun to map out their stakeholders, they 
are not really engaging with them. They are still in reaction mode, con-
stantly on the defensive. Indeed, I think that few companies really un-
derstand the benefits of engagement, and still confuse the process with 
PR. And as it takes time to pull it off well, this is also a problem for man-
agement seeking instant results. 

IS IT STILL A QUESTION OF CULTURAL SHIFT?
There is still a fear on the part of some big companies to change their 
purchasing practices. Some are addressing these, but the majority are 
not. They need to look at how they buy their products from the facto-
ries: things like lead times and changes to products demanded at the 
last minute. It is factors like these that really have an impact down the 
supply chain, and need to be addressed if a company wants to build the 
right sort of long-term relationships with factories and suppliers. 

WHAT PROGRAMMES OR INITIATIVES ARE YOU EXCITED 
ABOUT AT THE MOMENT?
The Better Work programme has brought together some key partners 
at a senior level and been a process of effective social dialogue. The 
transparency of the process has been refreshing, with results available 
online for buyers – and everyone – to see. The involvement of the In-
ternational Labour Organization means that there is confidence in the 
process from all sides.   

I feel that SA8000 has been very effective in raising standards gener-
ally, if perhaps a little ahead of its time. Certainly it has reinforced the 
fact there is no one silver bullet, but that standards like SA8000 are very 
much worthwhile. 

Also, the flexible coalition that has arisen to combat forced and child 
labour in Uzbekistan’s cotton industry has been interesting. Everyone’s 

Global e-Sustainability Initiative  

GeSI was established in 2001 to further sustainable development in the 
Information, Communication & Technology (ICT) sector, as part of a re-
sponse to the required action outlined in the Millennium Development 
Goals. Working with the United Nations Environment Programme and 
the International Telecommunications Union, GeSI supports companies 
and organisations from across the ICT sector including manufacturers, 
network operators, service providers and trade associations.

A Supply Chain Working Group was established by GeSI to address la-
bour standards, working conditions and other supply chain issues in the 
ICT industry. GeSI recognised that companies were beginning to look at 
these issues and that the impact of any progress would be significantly 
enhanced through a common approach. In 2005, the working group 
teamed up with the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition to develop 
a common strategic plan. With the general goal of promoting and devel-
oping good practice, the combined initiative seeks to eliminate duplica-
tion and involve and external stakeholders in the process. 

A number of tools have been identified and are being developed, in-
cluding: a supplier self-assessment questionnaire; risk-assessment tools; 
common audit protocols and a joint audit process; a web-based data 
management tool (E-TASC); and a strategy for capability building. 

Source: www.gesi.org
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getting on board, and not just groups like Calvert, International Labor 
Rights Fund and the Fair Labor Association, but also the US government 
and the EU. Such is the scale of the problem, though, it will take all ac-
tors involved in the cotton supply chain including the cotton traders 
and the financial institutions that finance the Uzbekistan cotton trade 
to really make solutions work. There’s been a bit of a traceability rush in 
cotton supply chains, and tracing is possible; yet it is challenging to get 
right back to the source farms where the real work needs to be done. 
The Uzbek cotton labour violations have thrown open the whole cot-
ton sourcing issue; now there are questions about child labour in Indian 
and Turkish supply chains, things that simply seemed not to have oc-
curred to anyone before. 

Finally, GeSI is another initiative I’m interested in. It has a good method-
ology, but for now it’s still a question of wait-and-see. 

TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU THINK CONSUMERS ARE BE-
COMING ENGAGED IN ETHICAL SUPPLY CHAIN ISSUES?
Consumers are in REM at the moment, neither asleep nor really awake. 
And there are big geographical and demographic differences. The UK 
is switched on, particularly in the southeast, and Germany, Switzerland 
and Scandinavia are also probably ahead of the rest of Europe. In the US, 
the east and west coasts contrast with the rest of the country. Younger 
people are much more aware of the issues, but there is still a long, long, 
way to go before consumers in general are pushing the agenda.

WHAT CAN BRANDS DO?
Brands have in general failed to be properly consumer-facing on sus-
tainable supply chain issues. There are exceptions like Starbucks, which 
has been willing to develop its supply chain, be open about what it is 
doing and directly inform customers in the stores – which has undoubt-
edly helped its brand image. Of course, consumers are quick to pick up 
on perceived green- and whitewash, so brands do have to be very care-
ful in what they do and how they present this. 

There are places where consumers are beginning to ask the right ques-
tions, and when they are sold on the ethical issues they do want things 
to be made easy for them. This raises issues for the certification move-
ments, such as fair trade, for example. Consumers see fair trade as a gold 
standard, but few will know exactly what the certification means. 

WHAT’S NEXT? 
I was pleased to pick up at the Intertek Sustainability Solutions Forum in 

Paris that there seems to be an increasing consensus on trade stability 
issues and engagement with greenwash. There also is a growing feeling 
that government and international legal entities are beginning to take 
a real interest in supply chains. 

The media has a role too, but an obsession with generating splashes 
and big stories means that things can be over-dramatised and the com-
plexities of some of the problems facing big brands get ignored in the 
rush for condemnatory headlines. It’s important to remember that there 
have been and always will be real difficulties and problems in complex 
supply chains. Accepting this and then making progress to combat the 
problems is the real challenge.  

Sean Ansett is the European representative of Social Accountability Interna-
tional, and founder of At Stake Advisors in Madrid. Previously, he was global 
partnerships director at Gap Inc. A guest lecturer at INSEAD business school, 
he served on the Global Reporting Initiative’s expert committee for the G3 
guidelines.

Better Work  

The Better Work programme is a joint initiative of the International La-
bour Organization and the International Finance Corporation, the World 
Bank’s private sector arm. It was launched in 2006 with the stated aim of 
improving labour practices and competitiveness in global supply chains. 
Companies and organisations are supported to improve their labour 
standards based on the ILO’s core standards and the applicable national 
labour laws. Better Work programmes are designed to work closely with 
existing ILO and IFC initiatives, especially those focusing on capacity 
building in the private sector, public sector labour administration and 
workers’ organisations. 

Like other programmes, Better Work is developing some practical tools 
to help improve labour practices and economic performance. These 
include: training programmes; workbooks that address common prob-
lems; model human resources policies; self-assessment tools; awareness-
raising for workers regarding their rights and responsibilities; a global 
portal; and an information management system, STAR. 

The STAR system allows enterprises to share factory information with 
buyers, which in turn means that buyers can reduce their own audit-
ing and redirect resources to remediation measures. Better Work says 
that the key to the success of this programme is the support of relevant 
employer and worker organisations, national governments and interna-
tional buyers.    
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Need help resolving systemic
labour, health, safety and

environmental challenges?
Intertek Sustainability Solutions highly customizable programmes that help suppliers
understand their compliance challenges, identify the root causes of their systemic issues
and implement sustainable solutions that are relevant to their manufacturing environment.

We believe that...
the resolution of a problem can only
happen when the cause of the problem

tools and solutions can only be sustainable
if they are developed in a tailored way,
in full alignment with the suppliers’ reality

1
2

For more information, please contact

the Intertek Sustainability Solutions team: 

capacitybuilding@intertek.com

Our global team of experts has practical experience in a
wide range of industries and a track record to prove it!
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labour, health, safety and

environmental challenges?
Intertek Sustainability Solutions highly customizable programmes that help suppliers
understand their compliance challenges, identify the root causes of their systemic issues
and implement sustainable solutions that are relevant to their manufacturing environment.

We believe that...
the resolution of a problem can only
happen when the cause of the problem

tools and solutions can only be sustainable
if they are developed in a tailored way,
in full alignment with the suppliers’ reality
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For more information, please contact

the Intertek Sustainability Solutions team: 

capacitybuilding@intertek.com

Our global team of experts has practical experience in a
wide range of industries and a track record to prove it!
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GSV program now covers
AEO requirements.

For more information,
please contact GSV.info@intertek.com
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Benchmark
ManagementAccountability

Freely ChosenEmployment

Child Labour Avoidance

WorkingHours

Wages andBenefits

Example of self-assessment benchmark report

Online tool to eff iciently manage supplier compliance for industry initiatives
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Introducing the Mill Qualification Program. MQP is a pioneering initiative that facilitates sustain-
able textile procurement. It aims at addressing the challenges faced by retailers and consumer 
brands and assisting suppliers in understanding and achieving their social, environmental and 
quality (processes, fabric inspection, lab certification) expectations.

The Mill Qualification Program was developed in collaboration with leading fabric mills, global 
retailers and consumer brands to standardize mill sustainability auditing based on industry 
practice.

This industry model is based on a collaborative and information sharing approach. It provides 
fabric mills the means to proactively, voluntarily and transparently demonstrate their sustain-
ability performance via a thorough benchmark report in each sustainability area and a sharing 
web based platform. Read more here or visit the website at www.millqp.com.

Show Your Sustainability Stripes!
Introducing a new platform for sharing sustainability progress
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Intertek Sustainability Solutions
254 West 54th St.
New York, NY 10019
+1.212.803.5300


