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Ethical question s around clim ate 

change, obesity and n ew  tech nologies 

are becom ing core concerns for food 

businesses. W e have launched the 

B usin ess Forum  to help senior 

executives gain expert in sights into the 

big issues of th e day. M em bership is by 

invitation only and num bers are strictly 

lim ited. 

T he Business Forum  m eets six tim es a 

year for in -depth  discussion over an 

early dinner at a London restaurant. The 

forum  m em bers shape the m eeting 

agenda. 

T o read reports of previous m eetings, 

visit foodethicscouncil.org/businessforum .

For further in form ation contact:  

D r T om  M acM illan 

Executive D irector 

Food Ethics C ouncil 

39-41 Surrey Street 

B righton B N 1 3PB  

D irect line: +44 1273 766651 

tom@foodethicscouncil.org 

w w w .foodethicscouncil.org 
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B uilding a sustainable econom y calls for 

m ajor new  investm ent in low -carbon 

technologies and infrastructure, 

renew able energy and ecological 

protection. Yet only som e of th is 

investm ent w ill yield conventional 

productivity return s on a tim escale 

appealing to global capital m arkets. It 

follow s that greenin g the econom y m ay 

call for new  m odels of investm ent that 

value ecological and social returns, and 

for inn ovative form s of business 

ow n ership. 

A re w e investing enough  in sustainable 

developm ent and, if not, w hat are the 

barriers? A re som e form s of business 

intrin sically m ore sustainable than 

others? D o businesses that value social 

returns, such as m utuals, operate any 

m ore sustainably th an plcs in  practice? 

W hat regulatory or other factors sh ape 

business ow nership and investm ent? 

T he January m eeting of the Food Ethics 

C ouncil’s (FEC ) B usiness Forum  

discussed such issues. W e are very 

grateful to Sir D on C urry, chair of N FU  

M utual, R oger Levett, a leading 

consultant on sustainability, and T om  

A thron, Fin ance D irector of W aitrose, 

for speaking. T he chair w as H elen 

B row ning O B E, Food and Farm ing 

D irector of the Soil A ssociation and 

chair of the FEC .  

T his report outlines points raised during 

th e m eetin g. C ontributions are not 

attributed. T he report w as prepared by 

T om  M acM illan. It does not represent 

th e view s of the Food Ethics C ouncil, 

th e B usiness Forum  or their m em bers.  

#����������

� G lobal and U K  gains in resource efficiency are 

outstripped by increasing consum ption. 

� The U K’s production G H G  footprint has been 

falling but our consum ption footprint rising, 

so w e are offshoring em issions. 

� Life satisfaction in the U K  has rem ained 

constant in recent decades despite G D P 

grow th. 

� Som e argue that our econom y’s structural 

dependence on grow th is a barrier to 

environm ental and social sustainability. 

� So, mutuals, partnerships and co-

operatives, w hich are not under pressure to 

generate short-term  returns for shareholders, 

m ay be w ell-equipped to w ork sustainably. 

� H ow ever, stakeholder-ow ned businesses face 

challenges in accessing investment capital 

and in financial governance. 

� They operate in the sam e m arketplace as 

public and private com panies, and often use 

sim ilar performance benchmarks. 

� In practice, ow nership and business m odels 

do not determine environm ental 

perform ance. 

� The viability of sustainable business practices 

and investm ent depends of the w ider 

competitive environment. 

� Changes in financial regulation and pricing 

environmental externalities are other 

changes, besides ow nership, that can affect 

the com petitive environm ent. 

� Instead treating m utualisation as potential 

driver of sustainability, perhaps policy-

m akers should see the prevalence of 

stakeholder-ow ned businesses as a marker 

of long-term  econom ic health. 
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Even as w e are being urged to spend our 

w ay out of recession – to kick-start 

econom ic grow th  – som e econom ists are 

arguing that grow th  is part of the 

problem . In our econom y, our collective 

prosperity depends on  producing and 

consum ing ever m ore. T his can’t go on, 

say critics, in a w orld of tightening 

resources, in w hich our ecological debt 

deepens year by year. W h at’s m ore, they 

argue, the social benefits of econom ic 

grow th have been dim in ishin g – 

consum ing m ore doesn’t m ake us 

happier. 

D oes the environm ent really place lim its 

on grow th, presenting a fundam ental 

challenge to our econom y? C ouldn’t net 

grow th in the econ om y – for instance in 

services or green technology sectors – go 

hand in hand w ith decreases in resource 

intensity and in our overall 

en vironm ental footprint? ‘D ecouplin g’ 

in such  a w ay is an appealing goal, but it 

is proving elusive in practice. The 

overall trend is that im pressive gains in 

resource efficiency continue to be m ore 

th an outstripped by even greater grow th 

in consum ption.1 In  the U K , the G H G  

im pact of production  has been falling 

but our consum ption im pact is on the 

up, m eaning that instead of shrinking 

our footprint, w e are treading 

elsew here.2 

M ean w hile, the evidence is grow ing that 

grow th isn ’t m akin g us any happier. T he 

                                                        
1 Sustain able D evelopm en t C om m ission  (2009) 

Prosperity w ithout grow th : th e tran sition  to a 
sustain able econom y. SD C , Lon don . 

2 Food E th ics C oun cil (2008) Food distribution : an  
eth ical agen da. FE C , B righton . 

governm ent’s ow n research  show s that 

for the last three decades life 

satisfaction  has flat-lined in the U K  

despite increasing G D P. W hile m aterial 

needs are still acutely felt in poorer 

parts of the w orld, in other w ealthy 

coun tries it is the sam e story as here. 

O nce people have attained a certain 

level of m aterial com fort, other factors, 

such as fam ily relationsh ips, job security 

and relative status, becom e m ore 

im portant determ inants of w ellbeing 

than m aterial w ealth. Indeed, the 

pursuit of econ om ic grow th  can even 

com prom ise w ellbeing if it im pinges on 

other factors such as these. 

It is on these grounds that the U K  

Sustainable D evelopm ent C om m ission , 

am ongst others, argues for ‘prosperity 

w ithout grow th’. The C om m ission calls 

for changes in  econom ic and social 

policy that w ould shift the U K  econom y, 

and the w orld’s, onto a different 

footing. W hat this m ight look like is an 

open  question . H ow ever, inasm uch as 

delivering value for shareholders is a 

m ajor im petus for grow th , it high lights 

the relationship betw een business 

ow nersh ip and sustainability. A re 

businesses that are insulated from  this 

pressure, for instance through private or 

m utual ow nership, better equipped to 

generate social and ecological returns? 

In short, are th ey m ore sustainable? 
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W h ile nobody is sayin g business 

ow nersh ip is the only issue for 

sustainability, the idea that it is an 

im portant factor is gain ing currency. 

W h at is the experience of food 
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businesses? Som e of th e largest m utual 

businesses in  the U K  are in the food 

sector – are they m ore sustainable? 

A s show n by K raft’s takeover of 

C adbury, an d the threat this has been 

seen to pose both to jobs and the latter’s 

fair trade com m itm ents, public 

ow n ership can put pressure on 

corporate activities that generate a 

social return or support a business’s 

long-term  sustainability. In part due to 

regulatory changes since the 1980s, 

capital m arkets are currently heavily 

focused on achieving short-term  

returns, and h igh ly effective in  

jettisoning activities that are 

unn ecessary to this objective. 

Furth erm ore, w e know  that despite the 

grow ing prom inence of sustainability 

w ithin the food sector, w e still aren’t 

investing enough in  sustainable 

developm ent. T here’s a recognition 

am ong m any in  the sector that our 

values and priorities n eed to change. 

Y et, con versely, if any business is to 

grow  in a resource-constrained w orld is 

it n ot th e food business? Population is 

grow ing and eating isn’t discretionary, 

even if w hat w e eat is. A nd should w e 

really project a w ider social concern 

about m aterialism  and w ellbeing onto 

th e experience of one sector, or of 

particular businesses w ithin it? 
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W e can  get a better grasp of the issues 

by lookin g at the real-w orld 

perform an ce of food businesses that are 

m utuals, partnersh ips or co-operatives – 

form s of ow nersh ip that insulate them  

the pressures of shareholder value. 

O ne of th e m ost prom inent is W aitrose, 

the food retail w ing of the larger John 

Lew is Partnersh ip (JLP). JLP staff are 

partners in the business, w h ich is ow ned 

in trust for the benefit of its em ployees. 

T he partnership w as founded in the 

1920s, w hen John Spedan Lew is m ade 

the first of tw o settlem ents that 

transferred his sh ares into a trust. T he 

trust runs the partnership for the 

benefit of its m em bers: accordin g to its 

constitution, its “ultim ate purpose is 

the h appiness of all its m em bers, 

through their w orthw h ile and satisfying 

em ploym en t in  a successful busin ess”.  

T he partn ership isn’t a ch arity. It has a 

5%  operating m argin, 69,000 em ployees, 

223 superm arkets and a 30%  

shareholding the hom e delivery service 

O cado. H ow ever, the fact th e business is 

a partnersh ip is cen tral to h ow  it w orks. 

A s it has no shareholders it has to align 

few er interests. T hey reinvest in m any 

w ays in their partners, but principally 

through the partnership bonus – 

typically about 20%  of salary for 

everyone in the business – and a final 

salary pension schem e. T he tw o schem es 

see them  invest £300-400 m illion back 

into their partners every year. M anagers 

call this JLP’s ‘rocket fuel’. 
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T he partnersh ip has practical benefits 

for JLP as a business. It reports an 

incredible level of engagem en t from  

staff, w ho have a clear stake in the 

organisation. D ays off sick are low  by 
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m ost standards, for exam ple, and the 

final salary pension encourages 

em ployees to th ink to the future. 

T he business also sees a num ber of 

w ider benefits from  its partnership, 

including that: 

� It allow s th em  to take a lon g-term  

view , as they are protected from  the 

th reat of being taken over and the 

focus on like-for-like sales w hich 

th at brin gs. 

� T he diversity of their business, 

spread across food and n on-food, 

provides a natural hedge against the 

ups and dow ns of the m arket. 

� T hey enjoy stable relationsh ips w ith 

suppliers, evidenced in their above-

average farm  gate price for m ilk, 

taking hail-bruised apples from  K ent, 

continuing to supply fish from  

Z im babw e (after careful 

consideration), and not turnin g aw ay 

suppliers w ho m issed delivery 

w indow s due to recent snow y 

conditions. 

N FU  M utual, an insurance business 

ow n ed by its policy-holders, also reports 

social benefits. W h ile m ost banks, 

building societies and insurers h ave 

been outsourcing their operations, N FU  

M utual has sought to m aintain their 

highstreet presence. They have a 93%  

retention rate w ith custom ers, w ho are 

said to value the service and personal 

relationship w ith organisation. 

T hese exam ples and other exam ples 

discussed at the m eeting suggest that 

m utuals, co-operatives and partnerships 

can insulate from  som e of the harshest 

pressures of th e m arketplace. They can 

allow  businesses to develop a level of 

resilience that is difficult to replicate in 

other m odels. H ow ever, w e should not 

see them  th rough rose-tinted glasses, 

since they face their fair share of 

econom ic, social and en vironm ental 

challenges. 
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O ne of the m ost im m ediate challenges 

faced by m utuals is access to investm en t 

capital. W hile they are not under 

pressure to generate value for 

shareholders, they need in vestm en t in 

order to establish or m aintain their 

place in the m arket. B ecause they cannot 

access capital m arkets, businesses like 

JLP need to m aintain a credit rating 

that m akes their balance sheets less 

efficient th an they m ight otherw ise be. 

G eneratin g capital from  w orkers, 

custom ers or suppliers is very difficult, 

and can  be a serious lim iting factor in 

co-ops becom ing established. 

T hey also operate in  the sam e 

m arketplace as businesses that are 

public lim ited com pan ies, and need to 

com pete w ith them  to stay viable. O ften 

this m eans using the sam e perform ance 

benchm arks, potentially dim inishing the 

practical differences betw een how  

businesses w ith diverse ow nership 

m odels w ork in practice.  

G overnance can be a further challenge. 

M anagem ent in m utuals is spared the 

short-term ism  of investor pressure but 

can  get com placen t w ithout the scrutiny 

of shareh olders. Their dem ocratic 

governance structures are effective in 

voicing m em ber interests at th e highest 



 

©  Food Ethics Council 2009  w w w .foodethicscouncil.org��

level of the busin ess, but m ay be less 

effective in equipping boards and 

com m ittees to provide rigorous finan cial 

scrutiny.  

W hat about the environm ental 

perform an ce of m utuals, partnerships 

an d co-operatives? T he experien ce in the 

food sector appears to be that these 

form s of business in practice perform  on 

a par w ith public and private com pan ies. 

Som e perform  w ell and find it easy to 

reconcile environm ental values w ith 

th eir social objectives, but there is no 

sim ple correlation  betw een  ow nersh ip 

an d en viron m ental perform ance. W hile 

th eir ow nersh ip structure insulates from  

som e of the m arket pressures that 

m ilitate against sustainable behaviour, 

th ey share in m any other challenges, 

such as the fact that m any 

en vironm ental costs in  their supply 

chains and operations are externalised.  

Sm aller co-operatives face m any of the 

sam e con straints as privately-ow ned 

SM Es w hen it com es to sustainability. 

T hey m ay not afford the m an agem ent 

tim e or m oney that larger busin esses 

can invest in tackling environm ental 

issues. Policy interven tions that m ake it 

less tim e-consum ing to im prove 

en vironm ental perform ance could m ake 

a significant difference for sm all 

businesses of all stripes. 
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So m utuals have som e benefits w hen it 

com es to sustainability, yet also face 

particular ch allenges. Som e of these 

challenges relate directly to their 

ow n ership and governance m odels, 

w hile others arise from  them  havin g to 

com pete in the m arketplace against 

other types of business in a fram ew ork 

w here m any form s of social and 

environm ental dam age still rem ain 

cheap or unpriced. If a greater 

proportion of businesses w ere m utuals, 

that com petitive pressure m ight be 

reduced. Yet because co-ow ned 

businesses are not driven by the sam e 

im pulses as public lim ited com pan ies to 

expand or consolidate aggressively, 

there is no great im petus for them  to 

take a grow in g share of the m arket. 

M any co-operatives, m utuals and 

partnerships start sm all and stay that 

w ay. Som e have no am bition to grow , 

w hich m ay m ake it harder for them  to 

m ain tain im petus and dynam ism . 

V alues-led businesses m ay also struggle 

to accom m odate staff and m em bers w ith 

business experience and acum en 

acquired in shareholder ow ned 

businesses. Several people involved in 

our discussion had sough t to establish 

or to w ork co-operatively in  sm all 

businesses at som e tim e durin g their 

careers, finding the experience 

rew arding but difficult.  H ow ever, 

support for co-operative and social 

enterprise start-ups h as becom e m ore 

readily available in recent years, and 

inn ovations in governance such as 

C om m unity In terest C om pan ies, set up 

in th e C om pan ies A ct of 2006, m ay help 

sm all businesses in th is sector to 

flourish. 

T his m ay explain w hy m any of the larger 

co-operatives, m utuals and partnerships 

in the U K  food sector have attain ed 

their scale by the am algam ation of 

sm aller businesses or by transferring 
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out ow nership from  private com pan ies, 

rather th an sim ply grow ing. H ow ever, it 

is very difficult to persuade ow ners to 

give up their capital. It takes either a 

very long-term  earn-back or an act of 

generosity.  

W hile full-blow n m utualisation rem ains 

very unusual, the finan cial crisis has 

increased interest in m ore m odest 

changes in governance that can align 

sh areholder and other stakeholder 

interests. For instance, there has been 

debate about deferring bonus paym en ts 

for investm ent bankers, w hich w ould 

align shareh older an d em ployee interest 

in a w ay that has som e sim ilarities w ith 

a partn ership. Sim ilarly, m any 

businesses offer staff bonuses in the 

form  of shares. W hether individuals 

have an incentive to hold onto these 

sh ares or to sell them  – as h appened 

during privatisation  in  th e 1980s and 

1990s – depends in  part on the w ider 

financial m arket and how  it is regulated. 
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T he viability of sustainable business 

practices and investm ent depends on 

th e com petitive environ m ent – th e rules 

of the gam e. H ow  other businesses are 

ow n ed is one factor in that com petitive 

en vironm ent, but by no m eans the on ly 

issue. O th er im portant factors include 

em ploym ent policies, trade agreem en ts 

an d product standards, costs of en ergy, 

resources and w astes, and the levels of 

horizontal and vertical integration 

w ithin a sector. 

O ur discussion  focused on tw o w ider 

w ays in w hich the com petitive 

environm ent could change to prom ote 

sustainability. First, even  w ithout 

radical changes in ow nership m odels, 

financin g could ch ange to place a greater 

em phasis on long-term  returns. For 

instance, restrictions on how  soon  after 

purchase you could sell shares m igh t 

boost the value of longer-term  returns 

in a sim ilar w ay th at an em ployee 

partnership does,  in contrast to a 

system  w here people can buy shares at 

lun chtim e and sell them  at tea.  Putting 

a cost on financial transactions, say 

through the T obin  tax, m ight h ave a 

sim ilar effect. 

A  second w ay of changing the rules of 

the gam e is to m ake en vironm ental 

externalities, such as w ater use or 

pollution, cost m ore. M oves are already 

being m ade in this direction , for 

instance in regulations based on the 

principle that the ‘polluter pays’, an d in 

carbon tradin g. H ow ever, m any 

externalities rem ain unpriced.  

Perhaps, in stead of treating ow nership 

as a key factor in the sustainability of 

businesses, w e should be focusing on 

w ider factors such as these that affect 

the com petitive environ m ent. If w e 

change policies an d incentive system s to 

m ake sustainable practices easier, th en 

new  form s of ow nership and new  

business m odels w ill follow . If w e treat 

ow nersh ip as a driver of sustainability, 

are w e puttin g the cart before the horse? 

 

 ��
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U nless w e rethink our assum ptions 

about econom ic prosperity and progress, 

businesses that seek to be sustain able 
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are fighting against the stream . So w e 

need to change the com petitive 

en vironm ent. Fin ancial m arkets and 

ow n ership fram ew orks contribute to 

th at environm en t. C hanging them  can 

open possibilities, or rem ove pressures 

th at lim it the social, en vironm ental and 

long-term  econom ic sustainability of 

public lim ited com pan ies.  

H ow ever, it is im portant to distinguish 

th is overall debate about the rules of the 

gam e from  discussions about the 

ow n ership and perform ance of 

individual businesses. W hile m any 

m utuals, partnerships and co-operatives 

have im pressive tales to tell, particularly 

about their social im pact, ow nership and 

business m odels don’t determ ine 

perform an ce. In practice, m any such 

businesses h ave little to differentiate 

them  from  public or private com panies 

in term s of environ m ental im pact. T hey 

also face pronounced challenges w hen  it 

com es to governance and raising 

investm ent capital.  

So instead of prom oting m utualisation 

or th e em ergence of new  partnersh ips as 

a m eans of driving sustainability, 

perhaps the onus should be on policy 

m akers to foster a com petitive 

environm ent in w hich  all types of 

business have m ore com m ercial 

incentive to beh ave sustainably, and 

business m odels such as these, w hich 

have particular capacity to value social 

and environm en tal return s, are able to 

prosper. 
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H elen B row ning, w ho w as aw arded an O BE in 1998 for services to 
organic farm ing, runs a 1350 acre organic livestock and arable farm  
in W iltshire. H elen is the Soil A ssociation’s Food and Farm ing 
D irector and is chairm an of the England A nim al H ealth and W elfare 
Im plem entation G roup. She has w orked w ith m any food and 
farm ing organisations over the last tw enty years, and w as a m em ber 
of the G overnm ent’s Policy C om m ission on the Future of Farm ing 
and Food (‘the C urry C om m ission’). H elen is chair of the Food 
Ethics C ouncil. 

Sir D on C urry w as elected C hairm an of N FU  M utual in M ay 2003, 
having previously served as V ice Chairm an. H e is C hairm an of the 
B etter R egulation Executive and w as previously C hairm an of the 
D elivery G roup overseeing the G overnm ent’s Sustainable Farm ing &  
Food Strategy. Sir D on is also a m em ber of the Council of the R oyal 
A gricultural Society of England, a past Com m issioner for the C row n 
Estates and is founder and C hairm an of the charity A t H om e in the 
C om m unity. Sir D on farm s in N orthum berland. 

R oger Levett is a partner in Levett-Therivel sustainability 
consultants w ho specialise in sustainable developm ent policy, 
planning and appraisal. H e co-w rote A  Better C hoice of C hoice 
(Fabian Society), a precursor to current w ork on life satisfaction and 
alternatives to grow th. Levett-Therivel assessed contributions to 
the C urry C om m ission and review ed the G overnm ent’s R ed Tractor 
schem e for the Sustainable D evelopm ent Com m ission. R oger is 
currently leading integrated sustainability appraisals of three of the 
M ayor of London’s strategies, helping develop m ethods to reflect 
environm ental lim its in regional planning, and researching m ethods 
to reduce ecological footprint for grow th areas in the South East. 

T om A thron joined the W aitrose Board in A ugust 2009 as Finance 
D irector. Prior to this he w as Buying D irector at John Lew is, 
responsible for Electricals and H om e Technology. H e joined the 
Partnership in July 2005 as H ead of G roup Financial Strategy 
reporting to the Finance D irector. Tom  started his career in 
investm ent banking as a graduate trainee in credit finance and 
structured debt at H am bros. A fter com pleting his M B A  in 1999 he 
joined Javelin G roup, a consulting firm  specialising in retail and e-
com m erce strategy, w here he w orked w ith clients including BT, 
M arks &  Spencer, B& Q , and Littlew oods. 



 

�  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food E thics C ouncil 

39 -4 1  Surrey Street 

B righton B N 1  3P B  

+4 4  12 73  7 6665 1   

info@foodethicscouncil.org 

w w w .foodethicscouncil.org 


