Small is Beautiful. Green Business, Sustainability and Net Zero
The Green Stationery Co was founded as a Green Business. The primary purpose of our enterprise is to deliver environmental benefits within the stationery and paper industry, rather than bottom line profit and shareholder value. Business success is normally measured through profit and turnover, but such accounting only measures transactional value and not whether the enterprise provides any useful value to nature or people. 
The overall economy also reflects this lack of real value as it essentially an amalgamation of the accounts of all businesses. Adam Smith, the father of modern economics, was widely criticised for his view that only transactional value needed to be measured in an economic system. In particular, he was unable provide a solution to the Lauderdale Paradox, formulated in 1800 by the radical MP for Malmesbury James Maitland, Lord Lauderdale. This states that personal wealth can only be derived from a reduction in the general welfare of people and the environment. Maitland illustrated this by arguing for example, if one could monopolize water that had previously been freely available by placing a fee on wells, the measured riches of the nation would be increased at the expense of the growing thirst of the population. Quite a prescient example for the time.
This lack of real value inherent in our current economic system has led todays leading economists to dismiss the importance of the climate crisis. Oxford Economist Wilfred Beckerman in his 1995 work “small is stupid” says “because the main impact of climate change falls on agriculture and agriculture is just 3% of US GDP, even if net output of US agriculture fell by 50% by the end of 21st century, this is only 1.5% cut in GDP” he concluded business as usual that creates climate change would have negligible effect on world economy. This fails to address the realities of the material world as such a scenario would lead to a world-wide famine.
A “Green” business in our view should create useful value and respect for the environment and society as its primary function. However, most businesses take the view that profit and economic growth can still be the prime motivation for businesses as long as the environmental and social impacts are reduced, thus creating a “Sustainable” business.
Sustainable Business
The sustainable business model is an attempt to overcome the problem of an economy that does not measure value or efficiency and externalises environmental and social degradation. A Sustainable Business will try to reduce its harmful activities, while still pursuing profit and growth.
From the green perspective, this approach is fundamentally flawed in that it is seeking a reductionist solution to a systemic problem. The difficulty with seeking technical solutions is that we do not know what impact a technological change can have on the overall ecosystem. The solution to soil degradation and low yields experienced in Victorian England was “solved “by the introduction of oil based fertilisers but this just produced nitrogen pollution and the fossil fuel dependency we are now faced with today. This is why “Greens” seek a wholistic solution to the damage caused by economic production. Attempts to integrate social and environmental costs into the market system cannot succeed, whales and trees have market value but that does not save the forests or the whales. Like much of our wildlife they are being destroyed by the expansion of a system that is wrecking their habitats and ecosystems, not because the market puts no value on them. Business sustainability over the last 30 years has resulted in an acceleration of environmental damage because the steps taken to ameliorate the destruction have been outweighed by the increase in damaging economic activity. Including billions now being spent on sustainability projects, conferences, and Eco technological dead ends. This is not to say that useful sustainable business practises, like recycling, reducing waste and reducing energy consumption should not be undertaken by businesses, rather that they will have very little impact on the climate and ecosystem crisis, if the current economic system continues to expand.
Carbon Neutrality and Net Zero Targets.
The global awareness of climate change has created international demands to stop releasing carbon into the atmosphere. But most businesses cannot stop all their carbon emissions, thus the concept of net zero carbon goals was created. The idea was that the remaining 20% or less of businesses activities, that produced carbon after all sustainability measures have been taken, would be offset by carbon capture through planting trees or technology that removes carbon from the atmosphere. However, many businesses cannot or will not lower their carbon emissions through sustainability practices and intend to offset almost all their emissions and just carry on as normal. This includes most of the global monopolistic corporations, like oil companies, airlines, agribusinesses, pharmaceutical companies, defence contractors and the tech giants. Sadly, the net zero policies of big business and government around the world are fantasies. There is simply not enough space to plant enough trees on the planet to offset their emissions. The trillions of tonnes of carbon to be removed from the atmosphere, would require technology that simply does not exist. If it did it would use more energy to set up and run than the current fossil fuel system uses which has taken decades to create. 
The easiest way to take carbon out of the atmosphere is to restore the ecosystems that lock carbon in, forests, coral reefs, peat bogs etc, but these are precisely the ecosystems being destroyed by these businesses. Indeed, it is now likely that the carbon emissions from the destruction of ecosystems accounts for more carbon release into the atmosphere that emissions from the global economy. The one trick pony of carbon emission counting does nothing to address ecosystem loss which is by far the most serious environmental problem we face. Governments and corporations however love carbon targets as it involves quantitative goals that are easily manipulated and so inherently complex that, that governments and corporations can claim to be addressing the environmental crisis even as it worsens.
Running a Green Business
We can see that a Green Business must keep its economic activity to a minimum while delivering its goals; a Green Business should live lightly on the earth. This is very different from a standard business model where enterprises seek to become larger to enjoy greater profits through scale and market domination. The sustainable business view is that profit and growth is required along with environmental management to avoid poverty and deliver wealth. But as we have seen, the standard economic model does not represent useful value and the wealth benefits are increasing only enjoyed by very few people. 
At the Green Stationery we have always limited our turnover by not engaging in selling activities, such as extensive advertising, employing salespeople or offering low price deals. In our industry running a business in the way we do is completely at odds with normal practice, and we are not regarded as a successful business. Even though we have been operating the business for over 30 years we have never received any industry or business award for being a successful Green Business and we have never made any list of leading UK Green businesses. This is because we aim to break-even rather than maximise profits and we have always been a small micro business, with a turnover less than £500,000 and employing less than four people. But our business model not only has environmental benefits, it is also more efficient that standard businesses because we are avoiding Economic waste. Our business tries not to engage in activities that do not directly add to the environmental and social value of the products our customers want. In many businesses these non-value activities can be a huge part of the cost of product. The cost of a traditionally made shoe is largely made up of the tanning of leather and the construction of the shoe, while in a shoe made by a global brand, the tanning and making will be less than 30% of the cost. The rest of the cost will be in brand advertising, packaging, and transportation networks, all activities that are also damaging the environment. It is not consumers that demand these non-value costs. The idea of consumer sovereignty is false, it is the structure of production that determines consumption, not the other way around. This is why the advertising of products is a multi-trillion-dollar industry worldwide and why a few very large businesses dominate in all market sectors. The result is very little consumer choice. In our stationery industry, most suppliers offer the same products, distributed through three main wholesalers. Conversely, we are one of the few stationery businesses to have a unique range of green office products. This is our USP and how we have created a business strategy of making our business easy to find by customers who want green products, rather than trying to sell green products to those who have no interest in them.
Because we are avoiding economic waste and are not engaging in a low-price battle for the supply of homogeneous products, our business is able to make margins that are higher than others in our industry. A high margin low volume business like ours can offer better wages and shorter working hours than the standard stationery business. This process has been helped by environmental aims that also reduce our costs. We do not buy packing for the orders we send, instead we use boxes and void materials reclaimed from local businesses. We have invested in electronic ordering facilities allowing drop shipping from suppliers to reduce the movement of goods. We were also early adopters of internet marketing; our first webstore went up in 1997. This allows us to avoid the production of physical business literature and all the waste that entails.
How can the economy operate with Green micro businesses?
To make our economy sustainable it should shrink, certainly by at least 30% in size. Immediately we think of a recession, a hairshirt economy, or even Pol Pot! But a smaller economy can be achieved without a drop in living standards, by reducing economic waste and producing less things with greater useable value. A small is beautiful national economy would mainly consist of micro businesses and would be less engaged with global trade. How is this possible? Currently micro businesses with less than 9 employees are 95% of all UK businesses, employing 32% of people and represent 19% of turnover. Small and medium businesses employing 10 to 250 people are 4.9% of businesses, employ 29% and turnover 32% of UK economy. Large businesses with over 250 employees are 0.1% of businesses, employ 39% and account for 49% of turnover. We can see that over half the economy and employment is already composed of micro and SME businesses. UK economic policy however is skewed to supporting just 8,000 large businesses which enjoy monopolistic profits, low rates of taxation and access to political power to further their interests. It is these large companies that are primarily engaged in the international exploitation of natural resources and degradation of eco-systems on a scale that is causing the climate crisis. large companies inevitably engage in Economic waste since to achieve their large turnovers, they must create and endless artificial demand, for the consumer products they produce inefficiently, without any competition. The loss of large-scale businesses would have little impact on providing for the needs of the UK population. Indeed, in future many products made by large industry will be produced by robots, reducing even the employment benefits of such scale. We need an economy that produces less things that have little use value and more things that genuinely enhance people’s lives. Such an economy would be built around the repair and re-purposing of products to reduce resource consumption. A repair and re-use economy would employ more people, with more purposeful work, delivering individually crafted, durable, quality products supplied by low impact micro businesses. We must make our businesses run on the principles that small is beautiful only then will the human economy tread lightly on the planet.
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