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Over the past decade, consumer packaged goods (CPG) manufacturers and retailers 
have made a wide range of commitments to sustainability. These have ranged from 
greening operations, to implementing sourcing policies, to developing sustainability 
programs. The efforts have had promising results. For example: 

•  Sobeys set a goal to divert 30% of waste from land� ll by December 31, 2013; and 
by year-end, they had exceeded this goal by diverting 57% of all waste (Sobeys, 2013). 

•   Coca-Cola declared that they would replenish 100% of water used in their � nished 
products by 2020. As of 2013, 68% of this goal has been achieved (Coca-Cola, 2014b).

•  Federated Co-Op is working to reduce plastic waste by offering a recycling program 
that converts plastic grocery bags and pallet wrap (used for shipping) into composite 
deck material. Since 2008, 1 million kilograms have been converted (Federated 
Co-Operatives Limited, 2013). 

INTRODUCTION

A Sustainable Approach to 
Mitigating Risk in an Uncertain World

“Not tackling climate change is a greater risk than any of us would take with our own
business, so we should not take it with our planet.” – Paul Polman, Unilever CEO

                          (Business & Climate Summit 2015)
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The fourth annual Leaders in Sustainable 
Thinking Roundtable convened in Toronto 
on May 20, 2015 to re� ect on the progress 
made on the sustainability front through 
the � rst half of the decade, the challenges 
encountered and what’s to come. There was 
an acknowledgement amongst participants 
that a lot of great work has been done 
to date, but also that greater commitment 
will be required as the impacts of climate 
change make themselves more broadly felt. 
Participants in this year’s roundtable were: 

1.  Sonya Fiorini, Sr. Director CSR 
Loblaw

2.  Rob Gerlsbeck, Editor
Canadian Grocer Magazine

3.  Karimah Hudda, Sustainability Manager
Mondelez International

4.  Chris James, Sustainability Manager
Federated Co-Op

5.  John O’Leary, Manager, 
Public Affairs & Communication 
Coca-Cola Canada 

6.   Steven Sage, VP Sustainability/Innovation
Kruger Products

7.  Andrew Telfer, Sustainability Manager
Walmart Canada

8.  Scott Tudor, Director Sustainability
Sobeys

This White Paper takes a deeper look at the 
sustainability strategies used by food and 
CPG manufacturers and retailers and the 
current environmental realities putting pressure 
on these approaches. The discussion is 
broken down into four sections:

1.  Mitigating risk in an uncertain world 
(business as usual)

2. Sustainability initiatives today

3.  Sustainability is more than a buzz word 

4. Sustainability initiatives tomorrow

The exploration highlights a real need for new 
strategies that increase corporate commitment 
to sustainability in ways that more rigorously 
protect the business and the environment.
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Figure SPM.2 | Widespread impacts in a changing world. (A) Global patterns of impacts in recent decades attributed to climate change, based on studies since the AR4. Impacts 
are shown at a range of geographic scales. Symbols indicate categories of attributed impacts, the relative contribution of climate change (major or minor) to the observed impact, 
and confidence in attribution. See supplementary Table SPM.A1 for descriptions of the impacts. (B) Average rates of change in distribution (km per decade) for marine taxonomic 
groups based on observations over 1900–2010. Positive distribution changes are consistent with warming (moving into previously cooler waters, generally poleward). The 
number of responses analyzed is given within parentheses for each category. (C) Summary of estimated impacts of observed climate changes on yields over 1960–2013 for four 
major crops in temperate and tropical regions, with the number of data points analyzed given within parentheses for each category. [Figures 7-2, 18-3, and MB-2]

Summary for Policymakers

Shifting weather patterns are causing extreme climate events — hurricanes, droughts, 
ice storms, snow storms, warming and � ooding — to such a degree that many 
(individuals, businesses, governments) are stopping to take stock and decide the 
best course of action for addressing climate change. The proposed solutions 
are — very broadly — do nothing, more of the same, or entirely new innovations. 

For the food and CPG manufacturing and retailing industry this process of “bracing 
for impact” is particularly important as climatic changes are already showing 
demonstrable effects on business despite efforts to reduce environmental impacts. 
This is due largely to: 

•  Changes to the quantity and quality of water resources. Shifting precipitation 
patterns and melting snow/ice are altering hydrological systems and affecting 
the ability to grow produce and raise livestock in many regions around the world 
(IPCC, 2014). 

•  Shifts in the distribution of species in the wild. Land and aquatic species 
are shifting their geographic ranges, seasonal activities, migration patterns and 
abundances in response to ongoing climate change (IPCC, 2014).

•  Declining crop yields. Negative impacts of climate change on crop yields have 
been more common than positive impacts (IPCC, 2014).

MITIGATING RISK IN AN UNCERTAIN 
WORLD (BUSINESS AS USUAL)

1.0

Observed impacts of 
climate change globally.

“Climate Change 2014 – 
Impacts, Adaptation, 
and Vulnerability”, 
page 7, � gure SPM.2A 
(IPCC, 2014).
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California is in a state of emergency, 
for the fourth year in a row the state is 
experiencing a record-breaking drought. 
Farmers in particular are feeling the 
pressure, with farms projected to 
experience direct revenue losses of 
$1.2 billion in 2015. The state is also 
slated to lose 18,600 agricultural jobs 
in 2015 as a result of the drought 
(Howitt et al., 2015).  

Farmers aren’t the only ones feeling 
the heat. A growing number of companies 
are recognizing the risks associated with 
water scarcity. Dr. Pepper Snapple Group 
noted that water supply challenges could 
put $2.5 billion of future sales at risk 
(Wee, 2014). While Starbucks announced 
that it would pull the bottling of Ethos 
water out of California and relocate to 
Pennsylvania (Thomas Reuters, 2015).

Retailers on the other hand are beginning 
to search for other potential suppliers 
in order to be able to provide customers 
with consistent, affordable produce 
(Stastna, 2015). Nonetheless, the 
consumer is seeing the impacts of the 
drought with costs of California fruits 
and vegetables increasing over the 
past year (Stastna, 2015).

A CALIFORNIA 
CASE STUDY

What makes this industry so susceptible to 
climate change is the fact that its tremendous 
growth over the past 60 years has, in part, 
been reliant upon a steady supply of natural 
resources (oil, water, agricultural products)1. 
Confounding the situation even further is the 
staggering rate of global population growth, 
expected to reach over 8 billion people by 2030. 
An expanding middle class — 1.8 billion in 2009 
projected to grow to 4.9 billion by 2030 — in 
conjunction with more people on the planet 
is leading to greater consumption of natural 
resources than ever before (Pezzini, 2012).

Extreme and prolonged weather events can 
drastically affect the availability of renewable 
and non-renewable resources — from altering 
crop yields to the water used in processing 
facilities. This lack of resources negatively 
impacts the businesses’ ability to offer
affordable products to consumers, which
in turn drives down overall revenue and 
pro� tability due to higher costs.

1  For example, in 1955 Kraft reported revenue of just over 
$1 billion USD (Fortune, 2015). By 2014, this fi gure had reached 
$18.21 billion USD (Market Watch, 2015).
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The previous section illustrated the deleterious impact climate change is already 
having on the sector, one that will only be exasperated in the coming decades. 
The good news is that the ecological concept of sustainability2 has begun to gain 
real traction in the private sector, with many companies making public commitments 
towards reducing their ecological footprints3. It is no longer novel to see a page 
dedicated to ‘corporate social responsibility’ or ‘sustainability’ on a corporation’s 
website — it is expected. This shift is, in large part, due to:

•  A greater understanding of the impacts industry and agriculture has on the 
environment (above)

•  Palpable examples of the impacts climatic extremes can have on the supply chain

•  Increased demand for corporate transparency on products and processes 

•  Pressure from conscious consumers and other key stakeholders

Due to these changes, we’ve seen an intensi� ed commitment to sustainability 
within this industry. The activities to date have been both laudable and varied, 
and can be broken down into three loose categories4.

The Green CPG

A concerted effort has been made by many food manufacturers and retailers to reduce 
the overall footprint of their operations. Some leading examples include: 

•  Walmart (retailer) has set ambitious goals for reducing its international environmental 
footprint, working towards zero waste across its global facilities and 100% renewable 
energy. To accomplish this, the organization has identi� ed strategies that divert 
waste from land� ll and invested in renewable energy projects with great success. 
Today 68% of waste is diverted from land� lls globally (over 70% in Canada) and 26% 
of all facilities are powered by renewable energy (Walmart, 2015a, Walmart, 2015b).

2  The terms ‘sustainable’ and ‘sustainability’ have been used within the echelons of the environmental movement 
for decades to defi ne activities that work to ensure the long term maintenance of our planet, ecosystems, natural 
resources, species and society.

3  The ecological — or environmental — footprint is a measure of human demand on Earth’s ecosystems. It is 
a standardized measure of demand for natural capital that can be contrasted with the planet’s capacity 
to regenerate itself.

4  It’s important to keep in mind that these efforts are not mutually-exclusive and many CPGs implement a number 
of initiatives that cross the categories.

SUSTAINABILITY       
INITIATIVES TODAY

2.0
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•  Kruger Products’ (manufacturer) dedication 
to responsible forest management. Kruger 
Products was the � rst Canadian tissue 
manufacturer to earn the Forest Stewardship 
Council’s Chain of Custody certi� cation. 
This certi� cation ensures that all products 
come from responsibly managed forests and 
meet FSC’s strict environmental and social 
standards (tracking through the supply 
chain, from forest to product to shelf) 
(Kruger Products, 2015).

The Sustainability Programmer 

Not dissimilar to sustainable sourcing, 
sustainability programs work to ensure that 
a particular ingredient (ex. palm oil, coffee, 
cocoa) is ethically harvested, from both 
environmental and human perspectives. 
Mondelez International has an exemplary 
program that does exactly this: 

•  Mondelez International launched the 
Cocoa Life initiative in 2013. The program, 
� rst and foremost, aims to empower and 
support farmers in Côte d’Ivoire by offering 
Ivorian cocoa communities skills training 
to increase productivity and develop new 
ways of harvesting cocoa. The program 
also aspires to help more women involved 
in the training and farming processes 
(Mondelez International, 2015).

•  Coca-Cola (manufacturer) aspires to lead 
the CPG sector away from a dependence 
on carbon intensive resources. Their 
PlantBottleTM initiative exempli� es this goal. 
PlantBottle is the � rst ever fully recyclable 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET) plastic 
beverage bottle and Coca-Cola has issued 
more than 35 billion bottles since its launch 
in 2009. In June 2015, Coca-Cola unveiled a 
new and improved PlantBottle comprised of 
100% sugarcane (up from the previous 30%)
(Petronzio, 2015). The company has set a 
goal of having all new PET plastic contain 
PlantBottle technology by 2020
(Coca-Cola, 2014a). 

The Sustainable ‘Sourcer’

In response to mounting pressure from 
employees, consumers and issue-advocates, 
retailers and manufacturers have developed 
policies that ensure various foods and 
ingredients are sustainably harvested. Two 
excellent examples of this work include: 

•  Loblaws’ (retailer) strong commitments in 
the area of sustainable seafood. Six years 
ago, the retailer committed to only selling 
sustainable wild-caught and responsibly 
farmed seafood. By the end of 2014, this 
represented 93% of all seafood available 
in-store (Loblaws, 2014). 
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No matter the approach towards sustainability, the individual efforts of food and 
CPG manufacturers and retailers previously mentioned indicate a shift away from a 
singular view of business success (pro� t), towards a model that emphasizes bene� ts 
to people, planet and pro� t. Why? Because a sustainable business is a strong 
business, as it supports:

1.  The Process. The ethical production and use of natural materials ensures 
long-term ecosystem health and, in turn, availability of resources. 

2.  Employee Recruitment & Retention. By 2025, millennials will make up 75% 
of the global workforce (Schawbel, 2013). 90% of these individuals want to use their 
skills for good, while 50% are willing to take a pay cut to do it (Poswolsky, 2015).

3.  Sales. Increasingly, consumers report they are both willing and prefer to buy 
products from companies who are committed to positive social and environmental 
impact, with 55% indicating that they will pay more for it (Nielsen, 2014). 
Sustainability will be an important differentiator in the marketplace in the coming 
years and an excellent strategy for companies to differentiate themselves 
and drive a triple bottom line5.

5  Triple Bottom Line (abbreviated as TBL or 3BL) corresponds to the triple P -People, Planet, Profi t; or the "three pillars 
of sustainability." In traditional business accounting and common usage, the "bottom line" refers to either the "profi t" 
or "loss", which is usually recorded at the very bottom line on a statement of revenue and expenses (source Wikipedia).

SUSTAINABILITY IS MORE 
THAN A BUZZ WORD

“Just as people cannot live without eating, so a business cannot live without pro� ts. But most people don’t live 
to eat, and neither must businesses live just to make pro� ts.” – John Mackey

                          (Founder of WholeFoods Market)

3.0

People
Socially Progressive

Planet
Environmentally Conscious

Profit
Fiscally Sound

Triple Bottom Line (Kiley, 2015)
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The efforts made by food and CPG manufacturers and retailers over the past 
5-10 years to reduce their environmental impacts and shift towards a triple bottom 
line have been good. But now it is time for great. It is no longer a matter of fending 
off climate change — though of course, reducing its severity remains an important 
goal — but rather adapt to its presence. There is a real need for the sector to invest 
in � exible and adaptable solutions that both alleviate stress on environments 
under pressure and offer alternative sourcing systems to fuel the supply chain. 
After all, sustainability is crucial to the success of the sector, but this sector is 
also crucial to sustainability.

In response to increasing policy (carbon cap and trade), consumer (demand for 
good products) and climatic pressures (shifting systems as previously de� ned), 
retailers and manufacturers will need to increase their commitments to sustainability 
if they’re going to continue to be pro� table. These commitments will likely look 
different within each organization, but generally fall within three broad categories: 
operational ef� ciency, product and process innovation and collaboration. 

Operational Effi ciency 

The good news is that many companies have already begun to tackle ways to reduce 
their environmental footprints in the areas of waste, water and energy expenditures. 
The bad news is that it’s only the starting point. Over the next few years, companies 
will need to work towards exemplary metrics — diverting 100% of waste from land� ll, 
reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and water usage considerably and 
investing in green energy to power facilities and manufacturing processes. With more 
provinces across Canada implementing a cap and trade program, corporations will be 
increasingly penalized for failing to control their GHG emissions. As such, achieving 
sustainable operational ef� ciency is in the best interest of the triple bottom line. 
For example, refrigerant emissions can account for up to 90% of some businesses 
emissions. By updating aging equipment, businesses can reduce their environmental 
footprint substantially and save signi� cantly on power bills (Climate Smart, 2014). 

SUSTAINABILITY 
INITIATIVES TOMORROW

4.0
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retailers to either spend more for a lesser 
quantity or temporarily discontinue the 
offering, both of which hurt the customer 
experience. To navigate this reality, retailers 
will need to identify alternative produce 
sources with a particular emphasis on 
seasonal foods grown locally (supporting 
both the local economy and reducing 
emissions associated with shipment).

Industry Collaboration 

The sector as a whole bene� ts from the 
sustainable initiatives undertaken by individual 
manufacturers and retailers. As such, 
creating opportunities for knowledge sharing 
and industry collaboration is a key strategy 
to ensuring overall greening of the sector. 
Efforts towards achieving sustainable operations, 
products and processes will not be met 
without a wide array of challenges. To help 
circumvent these barriers, sharing of lessons 
learned and creating opportunities to move 
the needle as a collective, will be important. 
The Business & Climate Summit and the 
Leaders in Sustainable Thinking Roundtable 
are great examples of opportunities for 
critical knowledge exchange. Further, there’s 
also the opportunity to leverage existing 
associations and networks, such as the 
Food & Consumer Products of Canada 
(FCPC) and the Retail Council of Canada 
(RCC) and incorporate sustainability into 
existing discussions.

Product & Process Innovation

Although achieving sustainable operational 
ef� ciency will address pressures from 
consumer and policy makers (while mitigating 
climate change in the longer term) CPG 
manufacturers and retailers will also need to 
look towards product and process innovation 
to manage their supply chain in ways that 
protect the environment and business in the 
shorter term.

•  For manufacturers — innovative solutions 
that decrease environmental pressures, 
such as investing in design effi ciencies that 
reduce the consumption of natural materials. 
A great example of this is Kellogg’s recent 
improvements to the Rice Krispies Treats 
plant in Georgia. After assessing their water 
usage — the plant has long used a lot of 
water to clean the conveyor belts given the 
‘stickiness’ of the treat — and deeming it too 
high, Kellogg engineers designed and installed 
a new belt-washing system that reduced 
water usage from ten gallons per minute 
to just two to three. Through this initiative 
and other measures, the plant reduced their 
water use by 69% in a single year (Grocery 
Manufacturers Association, 2014). 

• For retailers — sustainable sourcing policies 
that alleviate environmental pressures and 
provide a steady product supply. Extreme 
climatic events result in expensive challenges 
for both food retailers and their customers. 
The reduced availability of produce requires 
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Climate scientists and experts have agreed that 2 degrees Celsius is the upper 
limit to which the earth can warm without dangerous implications to life on earth. 
If emission rates and negligent use of natural resources are not modi� ed or 
decreased substantially, then this threshold will be exceeded within just a few 
decades. A scenario that’s bad for business.

World leaders have begun to recognize the threat of climate change in tangible 
ways — driven in large part by pressure from concerned citizens, non-governmental 
organizations, scientists, lobbyists and corporates alike. The June 2015 G7 leaders’ 
summit in Germany saw global leaders commit to a ‘no carbon economy’ by the 
year 2100 (Blanch� eld, 2015)6. This is promising momentum leading up to the United 
Nations climate change conference in Paris this December, which aims to establish 
a groundbreaking agreement to reduce GHG emissions in order to limit the global 
temperature increase to only 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. 

The private sector will play a big role in driving the change needed to stay at/below
2 degrees of warming. Whether stipulated by a binding agreement following the 
Paris talks or by pressure from concerned consumers, corporate industries will 
increasingly feel compelled to modify harmful environmental practices. By operating 
within a shared value economy — one that creates economic value for the business 
and creates value for society by addressing needs and challenges — businesses 
will be able to simultaneously reduce ecological pressures and ensure business 
success in the longer term. 

To date, CPG sustainability commitments have made good progress but in order 
to protect the triple bottom line, manufacturers and retailers will now need to look 
for new strategies that allow them to combat climate change more vigorously. 
Improving operational ef� ciency, innovating the product and the process and 
collaborating with those in the industry are crucial activities that will lead the 
sector towards business and sustainability success.

6  While a promising step in the right direction, this falls short of German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s goal of pushing 
world leaders to agree to a more rigorous commitment to a low-carbon by 2050 (Blanchfi eld, 2015).

CONCLUSIONS5.0
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