Section V.

UNEP’s perspective on Sustainable Consumption, tools and techniques for

NCPCs

The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), held in Johannesburg in August/September, 2002, has confirmed the increasing importance of tackling production and consumption issues in an integrated way. It was decided that a comprehensive framework should be developed to support ongoing national and regional initiatives. UNEP plays a key role in this issue, building upon its programmes on Cleaner Production and Sustainable Consumption. This section of the training will focus on the consumption side of sustainability and give a broad framework about the main issues at stake and UNEP’s activities.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-2 (“UNEP’s Sustainable Consumption activities”) to

show the objectives in a nutshell (source: SC programme brochure April 1999).

UNEP’s key areas of work are:

life cycle approach (not singling out consumers needs and consumers activities, but looking at those from the cradle to the grave, thereby identifying roles of other stakeholders as well);

better understand the driving forces (why do consumers consume, what do they need, what do they desire, so far a rather unexplored area, at least in the international field of policy development); and

use this better knowledge to inspire improvements - improvements that will lead to a better quality of life for all, foremost for those most in need, and to a reduction of environmental damage.

That is why the most important objective is “create space for consumption for all”.

Everybody should become a consumer is the motto. And that requires more efficient

consumption (using fewer resources and causing less pollution and social problems). The

following section covers these three key areas one by one.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-3 (“Life Cycle approach to consumers needs”) to show

the quote from Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director UNEP, 23 August 1999.

I.
Life Cycle Approach
Much about this approach has already been said in the previous sessions, from a

system perspective. This quote illustrates the link between a seemingly technical tool

(LCA) and the consumers.

Consumers are increasingly interested in the world that lies behind the products,

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP Executive Director recently observed.  Said in another way,

consumers are not only interested in price and quality, but they want to know how and where and by whom a product has been produced as well. This is not true for all consumers, but it is the case for an increasing number of consumers, in both developed and developing countries.

The fact that the consumer is interested in the source of their purchases means that companies and governments should be interested in it as well. And as Mr. Toepfer concludes from his observation, they should even build on this fact. It creates opportunities for those who – some for years – have been trying to sell cleaner products, or have been trying to implement environmental policies. The consumer, apparently, is supportive.   Below, this relationship is described in more detail.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-4 (“SC and CP in Life Cycle perspective”) to illustrate

some of the key concepts and to identify what NCPCs are expected to do and what not.

As mentioned before, the basis of the approach is system thinking. Overall concepts such as de-materialization and eco-efficiency look at the whole consumption/ production system and basically tell us to do more with less material or to do more with less environmental damage. That applies to the whole system and is not exclusively an SC concept. Sustainable development in a way also addresses the whole system and adds the social aspect. Numerous organisations and individuals have, since 1992, tried to define sustainable development, sustainable consumption, sustainable production and the distinctions and borders. For those who are interested and want to deepen their knowledge, a whole array of literature is available.

The role of Section V is to focus in a very practical way on what this all means for

NCPC’s. We will not attempt to draw strict borders between the two concepts, because on a practical level it is unnecessary. As the OECD states in a recent study (“Policies to

promote sustainable consumption: an overview, ENV/EPOC/WPNEP(2001)/18/FINAL)

“Apparently, in the real world, policy development and implementation of policy

instruments have not waited until the desired outcomes of their efforts were sharply

defined … and there is no reason to assume that this will be different in the years to

come”.

The goal is to identify what increasing attention on consumption issues might mean for day-to-day activities. For reasons of simplicity, a distinction between “pure” CP and “pure” SC will be made. Again according to the OECD report, it could be helpful to identify where actors can do something without needing the other, that is to say, independent of other actors. In doing so, it becomes clear that improving production

processes is something that producers can do alone - they do not need consumers to help them. NCPC’s have a very clear role in this.

On the other side of the CP/SC coin, an example of “pure” SC would be an activity a consumer can undertake for which there is no role for business whatsoever. When considering this constraint, it is not easy to identify such an activity. One example might be meditation. Trying to influence these kinds of choices is clearly not a role for NCPC’s. However, if consumers decide to change their lifestyles by buying environmentally friendly products, then they need business to supply those goods as well as the relevant information. And if producers want to produce cleaner products without going bankrupt, they need consumers to buy them – they need an informed market. Influencing consumption and production patterns, with a product focus, is clearly an issue for an integrated approach and is thereby a field in which NCPC’s have a great added value. As part of their core business or – for some – as an extension of their current activities, this is the heart of what SC means for NCPC’s. Klaus Toepfer suggests to “build upon increasing consumer awareness and help companies to seize the opportunities.”

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-5 (“Better selling cleaner products means …”) to

illustrate some of the key (marketing) strategies.

UNEP has learnt much from its Advertising Initiative, a partnership with the advertising industry in which they share their knowledge about “how to sell a product”. UNEP wants to use advertisers’ expertise to achieve sustainability.

First of all, there is a need to better understand the consumer. This might sound

obvious, but the use of consumer research data by environmental policy makers, both at

national and international level, is not very common. Ministries of Environment and

UNEP itself have so far been focusing on technical, engineering and legal issues.

Advertising professionals use their findings to give the consumers what they already want. They know that it is very hard to convince people to buy something they do not want, so they look for “underlying driving factors” such as status, image, positive emotions and use those to promote their products. Think as an example about a well-known soft drink: sold everywhere to people who think they are “cool” and “modern” and a “world citizen” if they drink it. They use emotion rather than rationality as a sales tactic. The nutritional value or the taste of the drink might be less than any natural fruit juice. Advertising it has not identified all the reasons why you should drink it, it has just shown other happy people – the ones you like to identify your self with. Look as a contrast on the label of any organic drink or any environmentally product: it is full of factual information, it sometimes communications “guilt” rather than “joy”. Advertisers know that guilt does not sell. So this is one of the key lessons that cleaner production practitioners could learn, or at least be aware of.

II.
Understanding the Driving Forces
Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-6 (“Understanding the driving forces…”) to illustrate

some of the key activities in this second area of UNEP’s SC work.

The second area of UNEP’s SC work has been to understand the driving forces of

consumption. A number of surveys have been carried out, some of them in co-operation

with Consumers International, with the advertising industry, with UNESCO (focusing on

young people). Basic questions to address were: what do they know, do they want to

change and are they able to change.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-7 (“Concerned global consumers”) to show some statistics regarding how concerned consumers are about the environmental effects of their consumption).

The Global Consumer Class survey was conducted in co-operation with

Consumers International, focusing on the middle class in major cities - an emerging group of consumers who share the same consumption patterns (they drink the same drinks, eat the same fast-food, use computers, e-mail, chat). The goal was to identify whether they also shared the same dreams or ideals, for if so, it would be a basis upon which to build activities and campaigns. It also tested the aforementioned statement of Klaus Toepfer about the growing awareness of consumers world-wide. It was shown that the level of concern is quite high and more importantly – contradictory to some beliefs – consumers in developing countries are certainly not less concerned, but on the contrary, they are very much concerned.

Note: all material is downloadable from www.uneptie.org/sustain.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-8 (“Considering the ‘life’ behind the product”) to show

statistics about whether consumers consider the ‘life’ behind the product they buy.

Consumers from developing countries consider more often, in the cities polled,

than those of developed countries. (Note that we are talking about middle class: main target group for business and for awareness raising campaigns). 

Poor people who are struggling to survive are, as has been said, not a target group

in SC activities at all. They will have to benefit from more efficient consumption of the

rich! And become consumers.

As will be clear from this survey and many others, conducted by UNEP and others, the awareness seems to be there. However, being aware and doing something about it, are two different things. “How do make them walk the talk?” Then the issue becomes more complicated. As we will see, the necessity of a link with Cleaner Production activities will be illustrated again.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-9 (“They live with a paradox”) to show the seemingly

conflicting objectives of an individual.

Driving forces do not always point into the same direction. A joint study of

McCann Ericksson - one of the world’s leading advertising agencies - and UNEP, shows

that there exists a paradox in consumers ideals and their behaviours. Of course most

people sincerely would like to end poverty, stop violence and racism and get rid of

pollution. Everyone should be equal. Yet, at the same time, consumers generally prefer to

dress in the nicest clothes, drive a great car, talk on the latest mobile phone and watch a

brand new DVD. It seems that these objectives are clashing. (Note: although the girl

pictured on the slide looks very European, the study was conducted in a large number of

countries, in all regions, and – again, like in the Global Consumer Class study – the

results were more or less the same in Europe, Africa, Latin America, AsiaPacific and the

USA.)

The question to address is of course: are consumers not able to achieve these two

objectives simultaneously? We all know that it is certainly possible to dress in clothes that are not produced at the expense of for instance poor people, using child labour, or at the expense of the environment. Cars are becoming cleaner and more efficient … Much of the issue, then, seems to depend on business.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-10 (“They place their trust in brands”) to show what

consumers expect from companies.

Another result from the same McCann Ericksson / UNEP project confirms that companies are expected to play a key role by supplying better products, better for the environment, but not at the expense of quality, price or status. A McCann Erickson survey finds this key information about another target group - UK young males.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-11 (“favourite magazine, favourite website”) to show

survey results on UK young males, McCann Erickson.

Their key interests are not difficult to predict: girls, football and drinks (the

favourite alcoholic drink will not be difficult to guess). Young males are also part of the

target group for cleaner products, but they might require a different approach than the

Body Shop customers…

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-12 (“Their favourite brands were chosen …”) to show

more survey results on UK young males, McCann Erickson.

Survey results regarding the driving forces for young UK males reveals that ethics, environment, and sustainability are absent. Yet, as mentioned, they are part of the target group cleaner products. The lesson coming from the advertising industry is clear: do not only try and educate people, but try and link to what people already find important. In other words: environmentally friendly DVD’s are fine as long as the brand is still considered to be a market leader. And maybe also: the fact that a product is environmentally friendly does not always need to be spelled out on the (eco-)label.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-13 (“Changing individual behavior”) to sum up this part

and recall the techniques available to achieve sustainable consumption patterns.

Changing individual behavior is complex, because it is about individuals and there are many conflicting objectives. However, it is clear that awareness raising campaigns alone will not be sufficient. Emotions and commitment have to be mobilized (the software for change) and the proper hardware (products, services, infrastructure) have to be supplied.

Summarising and turning back to the “paradox” item, the answer and way out for

the above mentioned girl (with paradoxical objectives) would be that all stakeholders

would reflect on the following paragraphs, and take action.

There are certainly products that meet both the needs and desires of people and

sustainability. But maybe there should be more of them. And maybe they should be

marketed differently (not using the “guilt approach” as mentioned before) or designed

differently. The idea would be to make them just as ‘cool’, or preferably ‘cooler’, than the products that do contribute to pollution and social problems. And maybe make them more affordable (which is something governments can influence with taxes and subsidies). This is all part of SC and CP, and addressing companies, governments and NGO’s.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-14 (“III. Inspire improvements”) to show the specific activities on the “hardware (products and services and infrastructure) and the “software” (dialogue and co-operation).

III.
Inspire Improvements
The third area of UNEP’s SC programme is “inspiring improvements” (based upon better knowledge of the driving forces). The key vision behind this section has been explained before: achieving sustainable production and consumption patterns can be achieved by working on the “software” (level of awareness and commitment) and the “hardware” (the products, services, infrastructure, rules, incentives and regulations). This section of UNEP’s SC programme is client oriented. It is about translating and disseminating results to businesses, governments and NGO’s, and at the same time, listening to them and engaging in a dialogue.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-15 (“Products and services”) to show some key concepts

regarding business and SC.

Paying attention to the consumer side, identifying the needs and desires, in the process of designing and marketing cleaner products or services can lead to innovation opportunities that are larger than by only focusing at technical improvements of certain products. For example: focusing on the product “book” can lead to the production of cleaner books, using fewer resources and causing less pollution in a life-cycle perspective.

There is however a – technical – ceiling for efficiency.  Cleaner than clean is difficult.  By shifting the point of reference away from the product itself toward its function (to the consumer), then the number of possibilities for improvements can be enlarged. In this example the function could be “inform.” There are many more ways to inform consumers than supplying books for purchase (the library, the internet etc). For each of these alternatives the sustainability performance can be optimised and new products, services or combinations of products and services (PSS – product service systems) can be identified. As will be clear this approach furthermore widens the range of stakeholders. On top of the “book factory,” many other industrial sectors and even service sectors can play a role as well. This is “demand driven innovation based upon a function approach” in a nutshell. Further reading includes UNEP’s PSS publications (www.uneptie.org/sustain) and the WSSD outline (22 August 2002, in binder).

Another set of activities that fall under this cluster relate to data. For designing and informing (for instance for labelling), business needs to have access to reliable, transparent and – if possible – harmonised product data and criteria. Getting those data and criteria is one of the objectives of the UNEP/SETAC Life Cycle Initiative, launched in 2002 at the occasion of the 7th High-level Seminar on Cleaner Production. Refer to

www.uneptie.org/sustain for more information.

NCPC’s are potential candidates to play a role in training and informing small and

medium sized companies, especially in developing countries and countries with economies in transition, on the use of Life Cycle tools, including Inventory Analysis, Impact Assessment and Life Cycle Management. Training activities are scheduled to start in 2003.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-16 (“Global Ecolabelling Programs”) to show the wide

variety of global ecolabelling schemes.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-17 (“Now you can make a simple revision …”) to show an example of business communicating about sustainability.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-18 (“The European Wash Right Campaign”) to show

another example of business communicating about sustainability.

There are an increasing number of companies that want to communicate about sustainability issues. The latest development is: business advertising to consume less! More and more often, brands have difficulty to distinguish themselves from each other - price and quality being more and more equal, they are looking for other aspects. One of those is “responsibility and trust” (as was mentioned before). Brands can thus become “champions of sustainability”. Other examples include Kia (car brand, advertising to not drive their car too much, especially not for short distances, and the company is even supplying a free bicycle and organises “walking buses” (groups of parents who take their children to school by foot). In certain countries, McDonald’s promotes to parents with little children to come and eat in their restaurants not more than once a week (to avoid becoming overweight). Of course, image and sustainability are not always the same thing. But it shows that companies are increasingly trying to engage themselves in the topic, and so should their advisors.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-19 (“Infrastructure and policy frameworks”) to show the

second element of the “improvements” section of UNEP’s SC programme.

The second element of the “improvements” section is “infrastructure and policy

frameworks”. This focuses on what governments can do in this area and where UNEP can help.

Governments can – while making decisions and “designing” the hardware for

consumers (public transport, recycling facilities, legislation, price signals) – benefit from a consumption approach just as business. This ensures that the hardware has links to existing consumers’ wishes and capabilities. As this is not (yet) a priority area for NCPC’s, this area will not be dealt with in this training course. However, one specific issue needs to be addressed, because NCPC’s might play a role in it - the implementation of the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection. Contrary to what the name might suggest, these guidelines are not only relevant for consumers or governments, but the guidelines also specify a number of activities to be carried out by business.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-20 (“UN Consumer Guidelines”) to explain the scope and contents.

The UN Guidelines were adopted by the General Assembly in 1985, expanded with a sustainable consumption section in 1999, and provide an international framework for governments.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-21 (“Official responses received from:”) to show how

many countries are active in this field.

UNEP has recently conducted a survey to assess the level of implementation of the guidelines. More than fifty governments have responded to the questionnaire, including many developing countries and countries with economies in transition. The publication “Tracking Progress”, available with UNEP and downloadable at www.uneptie.org/sustain contains extensive information about those countries: the policies, strategies, activities and key contacts in the area of implementing sustainable consumption policies. These policies include a number of activities directly aimed at business.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-22 (“Survey results: Policy areas”) to show what type of

policies are included in the guidelines.

Guidelines on product testing, eco-labelling, regulatory and financial instruments,

recycling, product policies (including Cleaner Production) are all very relevant to the work of business and thus, to NCPC’s. Based upon the outcomes of this survey, UNEP will conduct a training campaign aimed at government decision-makers and small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), particularly in developing countries, to raise awareness and improve the activities. As one of the key partners at the national level, NCPC’s would be a natural choice to be involved in these training activities.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-23 (“Dialogue and co-operation”) to present the third

element of UNEP’s “improvement” activities.

Finally, the third element of the “improvement” activities of the SC programme.

Dialogue and co-operation is being promoted through regional roundtables and expert

meetings. Most of these roundtables and meetings have been conducted in close cooperation with NCPC’s and/or Consumers International and supported by CDG (Carl

Duisberg Gesellschaft). This “regional initiative” started in Berlin, October 1999, with the Business Forum on Sustainable Consumption and Production, “Creating Opportunities in a Changing World”, jointly organised by CDG and UNEP. The vivid interest in the issue led to similar regional events, including:

· First African Roundtable on Cleaner Production and Sustainable Consumption (Kenya, August, 2000);

· Workshops on Sustainable Consumption for Eastern and Central Europe (Sofia, Bulgaria and Tallin Estonia, in 2001, as part of the so-called SCOPE (Sustainable Consumption Opportunities for Europe) project of UNEP ROE and DTIE);

· Expert meeting on Sustainable Consumption for AsiaPacific (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, August 2001);

· Expert meeting on Sustainable Consumption for Latin America and the Pacific Region (Sao Paulo, Brazil, November 2001);

· Second African Roundtable on Cleaner Production and Sustainable Consumption (Arusha, Tanzania, March 2002); and

· Two “pre-meetings” on the issue have been organised in North America, leading to the establishment of the Northern Alliance on Sustainable Consumption (lead organisation: Lowell Center for Sustainable Production, University of Massachusetts Lowell).

Sustainable consumption issues were included in UNEP’s bi-annual high-level seminars on Cleaner Production since 1998. These regional meetings have identified key priority issues for each region, building on local values, traditions and values. NGO’s, the business community, researchers and government officials worked together to define strategies. This approach of identifying national and regional initiatives in order to identify activities at the global level has received warm support at the Johannesburg WSSD and will be continued and strengthened in the coming years.

Trainer’s Note: Display slide V-24 (“Two sides of the same coin”) to summarise the

section.

To recapitulate the main messages of this section:

· A life cycle perspective is needed;

· This does not mean that NCPC’s should expand their work to do everything related to sustainable consumption. For “pure” sustainable consumption (addressing the volume aspect, promoting non-material ways of quality of life etc.) governments and nongovernmental organisations are the key stakeholders for action;

· A key role for NCPC’s is to engage themselves in an integrated approach of consumption and production as a natural extension of the Cleaner Production programme, however, always respecting local cultures, values, capabilities and priorities; and

· NCPC’s can help business to better sell cleaner products and grasp innovation opportunities, work with NGO’s as a partner and possibly assist governments to better implement the relevant UN Guidelines on Consumer Protection.
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