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Stuck or Spiked

- what has happened to ecolabelling in the UK?

INTRODUCTION

In boardrooms around the UK there is talk of ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’. 

 In corporate marketing departments the development of a good attitude to environmental issues is used as a way of persuading customers to develop retailer or brand loyalty.   

In advertising agencies  products  are aimed to appeal to the ‘feelgood factor’ that being ‘green’ can bring.  The on-product claim can seduce customers in ways that should not be legal.

The UK government has failed to take action.  Consumers’ rights to accurate, comprehensive information are ignored, whilst retailers and manufacturers can make all sorts of claims they wish about their products and manage to keep ecolabelling off the agenda.

Government has allowed retailers and manufacturers to exploit consumer concern.  At the same time it has failed to support those manufacturers who are making efforts to raise their environmental standards.

The UK is increasingly isolated.  As other countries develop their ecolabelling schemes we will be seen as the ‘dirty man’ of world trade.

INFORMATION UNDER WRAPS

Although a substantial proportion of UK consumers are concerned about the environment, nothing effective has been done to provide them with accurate and comparable environmental information on the products they buy.  This, together with a lack of any obligation on UK companies to report on environmental performance
, unlike countries such as France, Denmark and the Netherlands, leaves the consumer without comparable environmental information upon which to make informed purchasing decisions.

GREEN CLAIMS  - CONSUMERS BLINDFOLDED
Consumers want to avoid the companies that are not taking steps to reduce their impact on the environment and they want to take positive steps to use products from companies that are.
‘Seven in 10 adults say British companies pay insufficient attention to the environment’
 and in 1999, ‘the equivalent of more than nine million consumers in Great Britain said they avoided using the services or products of a company they considered had a poor environmental record.’

In 2001, a MORI poll
 showed that 92% of the public believe “multinational companies should meet the highest health, animal welfare and environmental standards wherever they are operating”. 
According to the National Consumer Council (NCC), 36% of the population are concerned enough to ‘take positive steps to buy what they believe to be environmentally improved products’
.  Furthermore ‘although a third of the population already makes a conscious effort to buy products that are less harmful to the environment, their efforts are generally frustrated by the difficulty of identifying products that offer genuine environmental improvements’.
 

Marketing departments are well aware of these consumer concerns and have moved to exploit them.  Consumers are increasingly faced with a plethora of unregulated environmental claims, which are ‘by far the most dominant type of information currently in the market’.
 These claims, rather than empowering consumers to make informed decisions, go unregulated.  In 2001, a study commissioned by DEFRA found that 50% of environmental self-declared claims fail the code of practice put in place by government.
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WHAT INFORMATION CAN CONSUMERS EXPECT AND IS THIS INFORMATION TRUTHFUL, ACCURATE AND RELIABLE?

At present, the picture is bleak. 

In its first report
, the government appointed Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment (ACCPE) states ‘there are many examples of vague and ambiguous claims still to be found in the market……they fob consumers off with assurances that mean little – a ‘greenwash effect’ which creates a climate of confusion, cynicism or distrust…[and] they obstruct proper communication about environmental issues, undermining initiatives and efforts to promote more sustainable consumption.’

For the consumer who wants information on the environmental credentials of products, this array of claims and symbols has led to complete confusion.  Consumers have no way of distinguishing reliably between the genuine and the downright dishonest.

This is a problem, particularly as self declared “green claims” are ‘one of the main sources of product information for consumers’
. 

SELF-DECLARED GREEN CLAIMS – IS THE VOLUNTARY SYSTEM WORKING?

Government intervention in this area has not been successful.  In 1996, the National Consumer Council (NCC) recommended that ‘the government should take specific action to protect consumers from false and misleading environmental claims’.  The NCC gave four possible options for change, each of which included statutory backing.  Despite these recommendations the government chose to launch a voluntary code of practice with no such backing.  This decision was also taken in the light of guidance from the Office of Fair Trading
, that a successful code of practice requires the availability of a strong sanction and a plausible threat of statutory regulation.

The voluntary code of practice, The Green Claims Code, has now been accessible to manufacturers and retailers since 1998.  It gives clear guidance for on-product environmental claims and symbols which are acceptable and those which are not. If the code is followed, there will no longer be misleading, vague or dishonest claims.  Since the code has been introduced, however, there is still a proliferation of claims that are just that and consumers are none the wiser. 

The report, The Green Claims Code: Is it working?
 looks at the range of claims in the marketplace shortly after the launch of the code and again a year later.  In the report the National Consumer Council state, ‘When the code was launched we were doubtful that, as a voluntary code, it would be credible, uniform in its application and effective.  Our experience in monitoring its first year of operation has reinforced this view.  The code lacks a strong sanction, and this is a serious barrier to its effectiveness.’  

A study commissioned by DEFRA in 2001
 again examines environmental claims and declarations and the effectiveness of the voluntary code.   The survey showed that 40% of the self declared environmental claims failed the code and a further 10% were border-line.  Only 50% of self declared claims we see on products are passing the Code.

Since the introduction of the Code, the following papers have discussed the issue of misleading green claims and each one has recommended that the government give the Green Claims Code statutory backing:

Consumers and the Environment, NCC, Sep 1997
Campaigning for Green, NCC, Oct 1998

Reducing the Impact of Consumer Products
Environment, Transport and Regional Affairs Committee, Session 1998-99

The Green Claims Code: Is it working? NCC, Oct 1999

Choosing Green, Towards more sustainable goods and services 1st report, ACCPE, Oct 2000

Action for Greener Products, A toolbox for change 2nd report, ACCPE, April 2002

In response to the recommendations from the committee in 1998, the government stated that it would use the NCC’s report The Green Claims Code: Is it working? to inform further action.  When it appointed the Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment (ACCPE), the government stated that the committee were to give early priority to the consideration of measures for improving the information available to consumers and in particular improving the quality of green claims on products. 

[image: image2.png]ESC




Back in 1996, the NCC stated ‘It is wrong for consumers to be deceived by false claims on products, and wrong that the claims are not being regulated properly.  We also take the view that the use of misleading environmental claims undermines national policy objectives in the environmental field….Since consumers use the marketing information on and with products to help them choose which to buy, they have the right to expect such information to be truthful and unambiguous’. 

Six years later, consumers are in much the same state of ignorance as they were prior to the code being established and these self declarations are ‘by far the most dominant type of information currently in the market, and are likely to remain so for the foreseeable future’
.   On product, self declared claims allow the producer to select the environmental information they wish to give the consumer.  An ecolabelling scheme ensures that consumers receive information regarding the whole life cycle of a product and reassures them that the most important environmental issues of production have been addressed.
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ECOLABELLING

 ‘The major difficulty confronting consumers who wish to make environmentally friendly choices is the lack of information provided by manufacturers and suppliers.’
 Without a reliable, trustworthy and wide spread ecolabelling scheme, the information gap between the consumer and the manufacturer and retailer widens and consumers can only get more disillusioned and frustrated.

The Eco-labelling body in Hong Kong explains the problem they have and the way in which they are addressing it; ‘There are many ‘green’ product claims in the market. Consumers are sometimes confused by their claims and some have doubts about their validity. To help consumers, it is essential to establish an authoritative, independent and public-acceptable green label scheme that identify products that are more environmentally preferable than other similar products with the same functions in the market. The assessment is based on life cycle considerations from raw materials, manufacturing process, distribution and consumer use, to final disposal. The scheme also reward leadership and initiative in promoting environmental consumerism for manufacturers.’

THE UK GOVERNMENT’S POSITION

The 2002 report from the Department of Trade and Industry, Business and Society, recognises that “The public generally understand Corporate Social Responsibility to mean responsibility towards customers, the community, employees and the environment; but awareness of responsible practices is low, and people want to know more.”

Even Tony Blair outlines the importance of the issue ‘There are concerns about the impact of trade on the environment, on conditions at work, on human health and on animal welfare….Consumers want more and clearer information about how and where products are made’.

The government states that ‘Labelling is a powerful tool for providing information to consumers and buyers about the goods they are purchasing [and] correcting any information asymmetries…It is particularly helpful in signifying product characteristics which are not readily identifiable by consumers…..Labelling is one of the least trade restrictive measures and can generate important benefits in terms of consumer choice and social, health and environmental outcomes’.

So it is all the more surprising that the UK government has done so little.  

In the UK, despite numerous reports urging action, consumers have little more than price to guide them in their purchasing decisions.  Over the last ten years successive governments have missed every opportunity to get ecolabelling started in the UK.

In 1991
 and 1998
 government Select Committees scrutinised the issues surrounding Eco labelling and reducing the impact of consumer products.  Both committees made strong recommendations that ecolabelling be fully supported by government.  

GOVERNMENT INACTION

The Committee in 1998 stated ‘ in line with our predecessor Committee’s recommendation in 1991, we believe that the UK government should develop a national ecolabelling scheme’.   The Committee went on to state that ‘We recommend that the national ecolabelling scheme should include a generic label based upon the whole life-cycle of a product’ and that ‘Given the need for prompt action in this area, we urge that such a scheme be launched within the lifetime of this Parliament.’
Four years later, this recommendation has not been implemented and on 16 April 2002, the government confirmed that with regards to establishing a national ecolabelling scheme, they ‘have no plans to do so’.
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In September 1999, the government appointed the Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment (ACCPE) .  Their terms of reference are to ‘advise on the development and co-ordination of policies to reduce the environmental impacts associated with the production and consumption of goods and services, and the priority areas for research and future action in these policy areas’.  Two areas they were particularly asked to cover are ‘Best practice in the environmental information or advice given to consumers, and measures to promote best practice in the market’ and ‘Proposals for new forms of environmental information or awards in the UK market, to stimulate the take-up and use of products with reduced environmental impacts’.  

In its first report,
 the ACCPE focuses on ‘the supply of more and better information to the high-street customer and the corporate purchaser’  

The Committee’s recommendations to provide information to consumers involve several different tools, one of which is ecolabelling.  The ecolabelling recommendation suggests a ‘family of graded labels’ which cover cars, homes and domestic equipment. The main product information initiative that they recommend is an internet based information service.  This narrow approach neither recognises the original starting point for the Committee nor the approach of other government departments.  The DTI states in its white paper Modern Markets, Confident Consumers ‘Consumers get their information about products from many sources.  But the most important is often that supplied by the producer on the product itself’.  

Nevertheless, in their second report
 the ACCPE states that ‘We have continued over the last year to consider the communication tools needed to ensure useable information is passed right along the supply chain’ and that ‘Information is a crucial element within product policy’ 

The second report recommends that the internet based information tool be piloted to professional procurement officers.  It may be some time before any such information is available to consumers, if at all, and there is every reason to doubt how comprehensive this will be. 
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Strangely, the ACCPE did not take their work on from the conclusions of the two Select Committees.  The ACCPE instead undertook separate research to come to their conclusions.  The ACCPE do recognise the theoretical benefits of an ecolabelling scheme.  However, they state in their first report that experience from other countries suggests that these benefits are not achievable and a key factor is low business take-up and that ‘In the UK, generating active consumer interest in Government-sponsored ecolabels would be difficult, given levels of public awareness about environmental issues that are low by standards elsewhere in Europe’.  Rather than prompt the government into action, this statement seems to accept what the committee perceives to be the status quo.

In 1998, the Commons Select Committee expressed ‘serious concerns about whether it [ACCPE] will have the ‘clout’ or, more particularly, the resources to be effective…In particular, we are not convinced that it will be able to commission meaningful research’.  

With regards to the reliable environmental information available to consumers, the government’s Advisory Committee was established to move the agenda forward and increase rapidly the means of providing this to consumers.  Since their establishment there has been no tangible effect detectable in the market place, no national ecolabelling scheme and no comprehensive, independent source of information.  A conclusion from this could be that through the ACCPE, large retailers and industry have managed to keep ecolabelling off the agenda.  

The government needs to end the confusion of the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI) and the Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs having split responsibilities for this one area of work. 

The government identify the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) as the lead department for co-ordinating product labelling policy.  The DTI provides the secretariat for the Interdepartmental Group on Product Labelling.

The government identify the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs as having ‘overall responsibility for promoting a good standard of environmental information in “on-product” claims.’ 
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UK RETAILERS HAVE ACTIVELY DISCOURAGED THE UK FROM DEVELOPING ECOLABELLING

When commenting on consumer behaviour, a report
 to the European commission states; ‘British consumers give a significant place to ethical criteria and loyalty to the brands and retailer’s names when choosing a product.’ Many of the large retailers rely on a self made ethical and quality brand image to obtain customers’ trust.

During the study, large retailers in the UK were interviewed and had stated that a major adverse effect of using the ecolabel is that it could undermine the trust of the customers towards a retailer.  

The study states what is probably the underlying factor why large retailers, who rely on their brand name image, are not supporting a widespread third party verified ecolabelling scheme; ‘the ecolabel would make them [customers] wonder why all products are not labelled.’  

When choosing products from a UK retailer, consumers have little more than the price to guide them in their purchasing decision and this alone gives no indication of the environmental impact of the product.  The price rarely reflects the actual cost of consuming the product which includes environmental impacts throughout the whole life cycle of the product including the clean up of any pollution caused. In extreme cases people near the production sites may pay with their health and with the quality of their environment. In many others environmental degradation is the accepted price of economic growth.

Many industry associations spend much of their time ensuring that no negative information is released to consumers regarding their product group.  There are very little resources spent on promoting the product and a significant amount of time is spent ensuring that its image is completely neutral, giving consumers no reason to question the product’s impact or criteria.

Tony Juniper of Friends of the Earth states that one of the main reasons that ecolabelling has not happened is industry resistance and gives an example of paper and wood labelling.  Official EU schemes have been opposed successfully by industry groups while the one that survived, the Forestry Stewardship Council label continues to be under fire from the forest companies. 

With powerful groups such as these trying to keep a comprehensive and credible ecolabelling scheme off the agenda, government complicity would be a disgrace. 

LABELLING SUCCESS IN OTHER COUNTRIES

Examples from other countries show that ecolabelling is successful in terms of informing consumer choice as well as encouraging the purchasing of less environmentally damaging products.

RESEARCH STUDY

One of the first pieces of research to complete an empirical analysis of the effect of a certified label on consumer purchasing habits has proven that ecolabelling boosts product sales.

The study, which took place in Denmark and reported in April 2002, looked at the effect of the Nordic Swan ecolabel on three product groups, toilet tissues, detergent and kitchen towels.  Denmark joined this Scandinavian scheme in 1997.  The study found that for toilet tissue and detergent, the label had a significant effect on sales.  A key finding of the research was that consumers showed a ‘willingness to pay’ 10-17% more for these products.

The study conclusively shows that consumers respond to ecolabelling and that ecolabelling has a significant effect on the market share of labelled products. 

Denmark is among 27
 other countries and regions which have developed a national or regional government initiated ecolabelling scheme.  The labels for all of these schemes are shown over the page.
 

Australia www.aela.org.au
Austria www.lebensministerium.at/umwelt
Brazil www.abnt.org.br [image: image8.png]
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Canada  www.terrachoice.ca
Catalonia 

China www.cpg-scel.org.cn
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Croatia www.duzpo.hr
Czech Republic 
Denmark
www.ecolabel.dk



Finland
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Iceland





Norway 
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Sweden





France www.marque-nf.com
Germany www.blauer-engel.de
Hong Kong www.greenseal.org
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Hungary
 India www.envfor.nic.in/cpcb
Israel 
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Japan www.jeas.or.jp/ecomark/english
Korea www.kela.or.kr
Netherlands www.milieukeur.nl
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New Zealand www.enviro-choice.org.nz
Spain www.aenor.es
Taiwanwww.greenmark.itri.org.tw
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Thailand www.tei.or.th
UK
USA www.greenseal.org

The German Blue Angel scheme was the first such scheme to be established.  It now gives consumers the choice of ecolabelled products in 88 product categories, covering over four thousand products.  Around 80% of the population are familiar with the scheme and manufacturers in the UK and abroad state that in order to market products in Germany it is a commercial necessity to apply for the label.  

In the UK, in the absence of a comprehensive national ecolabelling scheme, non-governmental organisations and commercial organisations have developed their own schemes to provide more environmental information to consumers. All of these schemes are product specific and although they are widely known to be credible and reliable sources of information, as with the EU initiated energy labelling scheme, it remains that they only cover a small amount of consumer products and some cover only one of the major impacts of a product.

The schemes include: 



Volatile Organic Compound (VOC) paint and varnish labels. 

EU Energy label for white goods.

In areas which these schemes do not cover, British companies turn to other national ecolabelling schemes in order to market their products and let consumers know that their products have a reduced impact on the environment.  PBTI Britain markets its remanufactured toners using the Nordic Swan ecolabel award, this is the scheme used in Finland, Norway, Denmark, Iceland and Sweden.

Whilst a national scheme is essential to UK consumers and manufacturers, this does not preclude an active membership of the  EU scheme. 

EU Ecolabel

The EU Ecolabelling scheme was established in 1992.
  The award criteria are high and aimed only at the top environmentally performing products.  The label gives consumers throughout Europe assurance that the product they are buying meets these criteria and has a significantly less environmental impact than comparable products within its product group.

The scheme is voluntary.  Obligations under community law lie with the member state, which is required to designate a neutral competent body to receive applications for the label and to promote the scheme amongst consumers and producers.  

Since its establishment, the scheme has expanded and now covers the following product groups:

	Office Equipment and supplies

Computers

personal computers

copying paper


	Bedding and mattresses

Bed mattresses

Bed linen


	Do-It-Yourself

Indoor paints

Indoor varnishes

Light bulbs

Interior textiles



	Home hygiene and cleaning

laundry detergents 

detergents for dishwashers

hand dishwashing detergents

toilet paper

kitchen roll 

all purpose cleaners

cleaners for sanitary facilities


	Clothing and footwear

Textile clothing

Footwear

Gardening

Soil improvers


	Household appliances

Dishwashers

Refrigerators

washing machines

televisions




Due to the voluntary nature of the scheme, consumer awareness of the label and pressure on retailers and producers to supply EU ecolabelled products is extremely important.  The promotion of the scheme, therefore, is vital to its success within a member state.  

How has the scheme been promoted in the UK?

In 1998, the National Consumer Council reported
 that there was approximately a 7% recognition of the scheme amongst consumers in the UK and in 2002, there are four products available on the market in the UK which hold EU Ecolabels.  

Promotion amongst consumers has certainly not been successful.  This has resulted in past holders of EU ecolabels in the UK giving up the label.  The four producers who currently hold the EU Ecolabel in the UK reasonably assumed that the UK government, with the responsibility of being the UK competent body, would promote the scheme and budget accordingly.  The case study from one of these producers shows that this has not happened and unless the government take action soon, even the most dedicated producers will give up altogether on the scheme.

THE DAISY

It’s been around for some years but is rarely spotted in the UK.



Orgabiose – a UK EU Ecolabel case study

Stephen Teverson of Anglo Eastern Green (AEG) invested in the soil improver Orgabiose not only on the basis that it was a high performing product, but that it was specifically developed to have a minimal negative impact on the environment.  Orgabiose was developed in France
 with the stringent environmental criteria of the EU Ecolabel in mind and now holds an EU Ecolabel both in France and, since February 2000, in the UK.

The EU Ecolabel criteria for soil improvers are very stringent.
  The label reassures consumers that it is ‘manufactured with organic waste, limiting soil degradation, water pollution and risks to health’.  In addition to this, EU Ecolabelled soil improver will not contain peat or sewage sludge, both of which raise serious environmental concerns.

AEG is a small independent company which specialises in green products.  Stephen Teverson, the Managing Director has so far invested over £100k in Orgabiose.   This has been invested on the basis that AEG would be ‘offering ecolabelled gardening products to a gardening industry and public who would at least be aware of the EU Ecolabel.’

The Ecolabelling Manager in the Environment, Business and Consumers division of DEFRA met with Stephen and the sales manager, Jan Woodruff in October 2000.  He assured them that there would be a national publicity campaign, organised by his press and marketing team, and other initiatives such as an ecolabel bus tour and in store leaflets and dispensers.  This was to take place throughout 2001.

During 2001, AEG undertook a mail shot to 2011 garden centres.  This was carried out three times and each mailing was followed up with a ‘phone call.  Not one of the garden centres contacted was aware of the EU Ecolabel.  AEG also contacted large retailers; B&Q, Focus and Wyevale and wholesalers; Gardman, Solus and ASB.  Once again, there was no awareness of the EU Ecolabel.  

In 2002, within the gardening sector, B&Q and the Henry Doubleday Research Association are the only parties actively aware of the EU Ecolabel.  In both cases, this is down to individuals who found out about the label and promoted it from within.

GOVERNMENT FAILS ENVIRONMENTALLY RESPONSIBLE COMPANIES

There is no evidence that the government undertook a promotional scheme in 2001 or at any other time in relation to the EU Ecolabel and EU Ecolabelled soil improvers.  In March 2002, the government confirmed that the action that they have taken to promote the EU Ecolabelling scheme has been the publication of point of sale leaflets.  There are plans to issue a newsletter but no confirmation as to how this will be distributed.

Although AEG have had numerous discussions with DEFRA and the Ecolabelling team together with assurances that promotional and press campaigns would take place, the only support they have received have been two page leaflets to send out themselves to retailers and distributors.

It is not surprising that numerous past UK holders of the EU Eco label eventually discontinue their use of the award.

A major paint manufacturer applied for the EU Eco label for two of their water based gloss paints.  One of these was marketed to trade and the other to public and trade. When the criteria for EU Eco labelled paint were being set, the manufacturer supplied data to assist in this and in the past have been very supportive of the scheme. 

After being awarded the label the then competent body, responsible for promoting the scheme and awarding the label, the EU Ecolabelling Board, sent the manufacturer point of sale leaflets aimed at promoting the scheme to consumers.  No other support was given. 

Retailers are the direct customers of paint manufacturers.  In store promotions are decided by the retailer and the manufacturer has little influence over this.  Leaflets supplied by the manufacturer are unlikely to be supplied at point of sale whilst the retailers use available space to supply their own.  The manufacturer describes the promotion by the competent body as commercially naïve.

The manufacturer has since withdrawn from the EU Ecolabelling scheme, finding that there is little awareness of the scheme among consumers and therefore little effect on sales.  Instead, they use other ecolabelling schemes available to them.  In Germany, several of their paints have been awarded the Blue Angel Eco label.  In the UK, in the absence of a government initiated national ecolabelling scheme, a voluntary scheme has been initiated by paint manufacturers and retailers.  This scheme addresses one of the issues of paint and varnish use, supplying consumers with information on the VOC (Volatile Organic Compounds) content.  

If there was a national ecolabelling scheme available in the UK, paint and varnish manufacturers such as this one would be taking a lead in participating in this.

DEFRA states that ‘Empowerment of the individual through consumer choice is a central principle of the scheme’ and the DEFRA web pages state ‘A growing number of publicity opportunities now exist for products participating in the scheme, including point of sale material from DEFRA and inclusion in the "Green Store" on the Commission's website. Both the Commission and DEFRA have promotional plans to raise the profile of the label further.’

This all sounds so promising.  However, since the UK Ecolabelling Board (UKEB) was disbanded in 1998, there has been little hope of raising awareness of the EU Ecolabelling scheme in the UK.  The UKEB was the former UK competent body. A review
 took place prior to the decision to disband the body and hand over its responsibilities to DETR (now DEFRA).  The options given in the review were said to be dependent on the Government’s wider environmental strategy and the review states that ‘If Ministers believe that ecolabelling has no significant role to play in that strategy, the preferred option is to wind up UKEB and run the competent body functions within DETR at the minimum level consistent with meeting legal requirements.’  The review goes on to say that ‘If Ministers consider that ecolabelling has a significant role to play, are prepared to increase spending on this function, and to make legislative time available, setting up a national scheme is seen by many as the best way forward.’
Regarding these options, the government have stated that they ‘have no plans to establish a national ecolabelling scheme’ and, since the disbanding of the UKEB, it would seem that the competent body is functioning at the ‘minimum level consistent with legal requirements.’

AS A MEMBER STATE THE UK SIGNED UP TO THE SCHEME. HOWEVER SUCCESSIVE GOVERNMENTS’ NEGATIVE ATTITUDE HAVE CONDEMNED IT TO FAILURE IN THE UK

A study
 for the European Commission’s DG Environment states that:

‘The success of the EU scheme on a national level strongly depends on a very positive attitude of the ministries and public authorities in the country.  It is also proportional to the resources dedicated to its marketing but not 100% linked to them.  It depends on the marketing expertise of the persons and the continuity of their responsibility.

The study gives ‘realistic’ targets for 2004, one of which is that : ‘all relevant manufacturers and retailers should be aware of the ecolabel.’ And that ‘big retailers have to be won to enable a quick penetration.’

The only action of the competent body in the UK appears to be supplying promotional leaflets to the producers who hold the award. 

In Denmark, the two principal elements of recent promotion of ecolabelling have been the establishing of a textile panel and the ecolabel promotional campaign of 2001.

The government promotional campaign consisted of a TV commercial, broadcast by three TV channels during a three week period in February and March 2001.  The campaign focussed on ecolabels on textiles and washing powder.  The campaign also included magazine advertisements in women’s and consumer’s magazines, a public relation strategy and a network of communication between relevant stakeholders which involved retail chains, manufacturers, green and consumer’s organisations and trade associations as campaign ambassadors.  A parallel NGO campaign was carried out to create debate.

After the spring 2001 phase of the campaign, knowledge of the national ecolabelling scheme almost doubled from 26% to 41% and quadrupled for the EU scheme, from 4% to 16%.  For the target group the percentage rose to 26%.


The EU scheme can work in parallel with a national scheme.  A national scheme can compliment the EU scheme and provide graded ecolabels for a wider range of products.  The more products which are labelled, the more comparisons consumers can make, particularly when there are other factors they wish to consider in their purchasing decisions, alongside that of environmental impact.  The EU scheme is appropriate for very high performing products.   In many European countries, the EU scheme is run alongside a national ecolabelling scheme.  The advert below shows how the Danish government promote both the EU scheme and the regional scheme they take part in; the Nordic Swan.

AD TO BE SCANNED OR COPIED HERE

Global Attitudes

Arguments that ecolabelling won’t work because it is a mechanism for the developed world to create trade barriers against the developing world have had some truth in them in the past. 

However, now, throughout the world, there is recognition that properly applied ecolabelling can create a win-win-win situation where reduced pollution, better use of resources and more certainty on the part of the consumer can lead to better products, freer trade and the holy grail of sustainability.

The World Trade Organisation has a chance, following the Doha meeting, to resolve the issue and ensure that trade is developed in a sustainable manner.  It has shown some signs of a wish to do so. 

The Doha Declaration 2001 recognised the growing importance of ecolabelling.  It asked the Trade and Environment Committee (TEC) to look at the impact of ecolabelling on trade and examine whether existing WTO rules stand in the way of ecolabelling policies.  Parallel discussions are taking place in the Technical Barriers to Trade Committee.  Doha asked that the TEC should particularly identify WTO rules regarding ecolabelling that would need to be clarified. The Committee deliberations are underway and can be followed on the internet.
   

The key dates for the conclusion of these discussions are: 

Committee reports to Ministers at the  5th Ministerial Conference 2003 in Mexico, this is followed by a “negotiating stocktaking”.  The deadline for a conclusion will be January 2005.

For the WTO, the key point is that labelling requirements and practices should not discriminate – either between trading partners (most favoured nation treatment should apply) or between domestically produced goods or services and imports (national treatment).  The development of sensitive standards upon which schemes can be built do exist.  The International Standards Organisation has developed its internationally recognised ISO 14000. This standard is addresses the issues of 

The ISO has a part to play.  The labelling by numbers is unlikely to have wide public appeal and its work should be built upon to develop the ecolabel concept.



In 2002 GEN membership included China, Brazil, India, Korea, the USA, Thailand, Taiwan (ROC), New Zealand, Japan, Croatia and many EU countries including the UK.

Their most important stated aim as far as the WTO negotiations are concerned is that

“Eco-labelling as a trade concern will be replaced with the recognition that ecolabelling in fact enhances trade”

GEN have commissioned work to look at how criteria could be developed that recognise the basic need to move towards environmental improvement whilst realising that what constitutes improvement in one geographical location or culture may be much less important in another.  Research commissioned by an international body such as the GEN is extremely helpful in moving the debate forward.  In 1999 the International Institute for Industrial Environmental Economics research report Feasibility Study of Equivalence of Eco-labelling Criteria  looked at whether different criteria or requirements for products could be accepted as equivalent from an environmental point of view and used as a basis for mutual recognition of ecolabels.  The study focused on some of the product groups greatly in need of labelling – batteries, detergents and textiles.

It concluded that harmonisation could actually be harmful as requirements developed for certain environmental conditions could lead to adverse impacts if imposed in a different location.  Equivalency would be very difficult to establish on a strictly scientific basis without regard to geographical and cultural factors such as, for example, the amount of water resource available. It found that that the various different schemes differed substantially in terms of scope, means of presentation, test methods, product group definitions.

The study concluded that a system of equivalency of ecolabelling criteria would, to a large extent, rely on a common view on the nature and significance of various environmental impacts, rather than strictly scientific principle. 
CONCLUSION

Until the government recognise their responsibilities and that positive action needs to be taken now, UK citizens will not be in a position to contribute to some of the major commitments from the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 and further still from any that may be declared following the Earth Summit this summer.

Outcomes from the last Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992:

The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development included the following statement, ‘Environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all concerned citizens.  States shall facilitate and encourage public awareness and participation by making environmental information widely available.’

Agenda 21, chapter 4 includes, ‘Governments, in cooperating with industry and other groups and through such means as consumer legislation, should develop or expand environmental labelling and other information that informs people of the health and environmental impact of products.’ And ‘It is important that individuals take responsibility for consuming goods and services in a sustainable manner.  Government and business can promote sustainable consumption through education, public awareness programmes and the positive advertising of products and services that encourage sustainability.’

In the report published by DEFRA on 18 June 2002, Working for the essentials of life the government states ‘we aim to be the world leader in protecting the environment’  and ‘We want the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002 to deliver practical outcomes on poverty and environmental degradation…and to engage private sector expertise.’

Far from being a world leader, the UK is lagging behind much of the rest of the world on ecolabelling issues. It is failing both the sustainable development agenda and its’citizens wish to contribute to that agenda.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Adequate information should be passed along the supply chain from manufacturers to retailers and finally to consumers.

Government should ensure that green claims are properly regulated and that companies promoting misleading claims can be prosecuted.
The government should ensure that clear, verified information is available to consumers on the environmental impact of products and that any information includes analysis of its whole life cycle and use of resources.

The government should action the recommendation of the Commons Select Committee forthwith and establish a national ecolabelling scheme.

A meaningful website containing useful information to consumers on a wide range of products should be set up as soon as possible.

The Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment should be reviewed to assess their difficulties in addressing the remit set to them, including those identified prior to their appointment by the Commons Select Committee.

The government must ensure that there is a coherent and effective ministerial and departmental lead on consumer and environmental issues.

The government must play its full part in promoting the EU eco-labelling scheme with adequately funded budgets and widely available promotional material.

The UK should be proactive in ensuring that the work of the Trade and Environment Committee is constructive and resolves the difficulties surrounding ecolabelling schemes in order that they are regarded as a positive trade tool by the World Trade Organisation.
The government must ensure that there is a coherent and effective ministerial and departmental lead on consumer and environmental issues.








There is already a network of countries committed to ecolabelling.  They have formed the Global Eco-Labelling Network (GEN). It is an international 


initiative with the purpose of creating a forum for information exchange and the promotion of ecolabelling.





Adequate information should be passed along the supply chain from manufacturers to retailers and finally to consumers.





The government should action the recommendation of the Select Committee forthwith and establish a national ecolabelling scheme.








Government should ensure that green claims are properly regulated and that companies promoting misleading claims can be prosecuted.





The government should ensure that clear, verified information is available to consumers on the environmental impact of products and that any information includes analysis of its whole life cycle and use of resources.








resources has taken place.











A meaningful website containing useful information to consumers on a wide range of products should be set up as soon as possible.








The ACCPE should be reviewed to assess their difficulties in addressing the remit set to them, including those identified prior to their appointment by the Commons Select Committee.








In the UK, consumers can find only the following products with an EU Ecolabel:





Orgabiose Soil Improver


Waitrose own brand toilet tissue


Valtti Joker paint


L-G Fridge-Freezer GR-171
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Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC) label, awarded to timber which has been forested from a sustainably managed source








The government must play its full part in promoting the EU scheme with adequately funded budgets and widely available promotional material.








The UK should be proactive in ensuring that the work of the T.E.C. is constructive and resolves the difficulties surrounding ecolabelling schemes in order that they are regarded as a positive trade tool by the WTO.
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No national ecolabelling scheme






































� UK companies submit social and environmental reports voluntarily.  In 2000 the Prime Minister challenged the UK’s top 350 companies to produce these reports by the end of 2001.  According to the government’s response to written parliamentary question HL1574 on 4 December 2001, three quarters of these companies had failed to do so.


� Business and Environment survey, Social Research Institute, MORI, 1999


� See footnote 2 above


� MORI poll, September 2001, at www.mori.com/polls/2001/globalisation.shtml


� Consumers and the Environment, Can Consumers save the planet? NCC September 1997


� Campaigning for Green, A Consumer information and education strategy on the environment NCC October 1998


� Choosing Green, towards more sustainable goods and services First Report, ACCPE, October 2000


� A survey of environmental claims and declarations made on consumer products Final report to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, ECOTEC Research and Consulting Limited July 2001


� Choosing Green, towards more sustainable goods and services First Report, ACCPE, October 2000


� Action for Greener Products, A toolbox for change ACCPE, Second report, April 2002


� Voluntary Codes of Practice Office of Fair Trading, 1996


� The Green Claims Code: Is it working? National Consumer Council October 1999


� A survey of environmental claims and declarations made on consumer products Final report to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, ECOTEC Research and Consulting Limited July 2001


� ChoosingGreen, Towards more sustainable goods and services, ACCPE 1st report, October 2000


� Green and Ethical Consumer, April 2000, Key Note


� See Hong Kong ecolabelling web site at www.greencouncil.org


� Business and Society, Corporate Social Responsibility Report, DTI, 2002


� Rights of Exchange: Social, Health, Environmental and Trade Objectives on the Global Stage A Performance and Innovation Unit Report, Cabinet Office, September 2000


� See footnote 18 above


� Eco-Labelling, 8th report from the House of Commons Select Committee on the Environment


� Reducing the Impact of Consumer Products, 11th report from the Environment, Transport and Regional Affairs Committee


� Written Parliamentary Question HL3598


� Choosing Green, Towards more sustainable goods and services First Report of the Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment


� Action for Greener Products: a tool-box for change 2nd Report, Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment


� Written Parliamentary Question HL3059, 12 March 2002


� Written Parliamentary Question HL3058, 11 March 2002


� Development of a strategy for the promotion of the European Ecolabel Award Scheme, December 1998, Taylor, Nelson, Sofres consulting


� In addition to these schemes, Poland is in the process of developing a scheme.


� For information on these schemes, see the website addresses.  Further information can also be found on the Global Ecolabelling Network site at � HYPERLINK http://www.gen.gr.jp ��www.gen.gr.jp� 


� Established in 1992, under Council Regulation No 880/92 and re-launched in September 2000 under Regulation No. 1980/2000


� Q96,  Reducing the Environmental Impact of Consumer Products, 11th report, Environment, Transport and Regional Affairs Committee


� The EU Ecolabel was held in the UK by four manufacturing companies in 1998, this dropped to two in 1999 and remained at this level until 2002.  House of Lords written parliamentary question HL 4619


� Nicolas Ruelle was funded for one year by a French farming co-operative to develop a soil improver that would comply with the EU Ecolabel criteria


� When the criteria were set, the general consensus among stakeholders in the UK was that a soil improver reaching such high environmental criteria as that of the EU Ecolabel would not be on the UK market for a further10 years


� Prior Options Review The UK Ecolabelling Board, June 1988, In House Policy Consultancy


� Development of a strategy for the promotion of the European Ecolabel Award Scheme, December 1998, Taylor, Nelson, Sofres consulting


� www/docsonline.wto.org/imrd/


� For more information see website www.gen.gr.jp
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