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Session III
Sustainable consumption: Changing behavior 
to live within the planet’s boundaries?

WWF’s Living Planet Indexes consistently demonstrate 
alarming curves for loss of biodiversity and  increases in CO2 
emissions, overfishing and water use, to mention a few of the 
areas it covers. They made David Norman, Director of 
Campaigns at WWF UK, wonder aloud if environmentalists 
are losing the battle. Apparently, they have been unable to reverse 
the trends. Globally the Earth’s capacity is overreached by 50%, and 
in Europe and the US those figures are substantially higher. This is all the 
more worrying because the relevant physical boundaries are absolute; they allow neither 
negotiation nor compromise. 

Behaviour change will bite
On the supply side, businesses, NGOs and policymakers agree on resource efficiency. 
But it is on the demand side that the necessary change will really bite. Environmentalists 
have not been particularly successful in convincing consumers of the need to change 
behaviour and to consume less. Buying more energy-efficient items, but using them 
more, as is the case all around the world, kills environmental gains. This rebound effect 
has been demonstrated for zero-emission homes, cars, lighting and all kinds of screens, 
ranging from TV or laptops to iPhones. Clearly, rebound effects need to be understood 
better, but at the same time we should pose more fundamental questions about what kind 
of consumption really improves our quality of life. The best way to address sustainable 
consumption, therefore, might be starting a society-wide discussion on values.

How to steer subsidies in the right direction
That time is running out was, again, confirmed by Steven Stone, UNEP’s 

Head of Economics and Trade Branch. Understanding rebound 
effects in consumer behaviour is eminently important, but so is 

understanding how to use the financial instruments available 
to steer consumption towards more sustainable alternatives. 
Almost 1/3 of all energy in the world is used in buildings; yet, 
many countries lack a clear energy saving policy with targeted 
subsidies for improvements like insulation. In fisheries, most 
subsidies go towards fishing deeper, more and farther away to 

support the industry, rather than towards countering depletion 
and restoring the capital base. The same goes for the energy sector. 

Fossil fuel subsidies are not an investment; they are expenditure 
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without a longer term return. These funds would be put to much better use if steered 
towards social protection programmes and facilitating a transition to the green economy. 
In addition, starting to tax resource use and pollution rather than labour would be 
another step in the right direction. 

The fact that the value of natural capital needs to be fully integrated into environmental, 
economic and financial decision making needs to be recognised. Many of the major 
ecosystem functions are simply not registered on the economic radar screen, so our tools 
do not reflect the full value of nature. And what if eco systems, like coral reefs, stop 
functioning? 

On a more positive note, Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy, Member of the European 
Parliament, and rapporteur on the Resource Efficiency Road Map, argued that 
we will be surprised by the speed with which our economy, on both supply and demand 
side, will change in a sustainable direction; primarily 
because it makes good economic sense, but also because of a 
wide range of financial and legal instruments. New markets 
for greener products will be created, with a leading role for 
greening public procurement. Companies, offering the right 
kind of products for these public procurement schemes will 
benefit from substantial economies of scale. They will also 
identify, develop and benefit from, new markets. They will 
take their responsibility and produce greener products. 
Consumers will also demand these kinds of products, 
certainly when they receive the right kind of environmental 
information stimulating them to take the right decisions.

Leasing, not owning
Most certainly, this will need a change of attitude. For example, why own, if you can 
lease? Why sell specific goods, if you can also offer comprehensive services that include 
their use? Industries should redefine themselves as service providers, who stay involved 
with the product from the cradle to the grave and who can upgrade models of their 
products to higher environmental standards by replacing ecologically obsolete parts of 
their products.  

New legislation will steer the economy in the right direction e.g. in the EU itself.  Things 
might go even more quickly in the BRICs, which have understood the need to invest in 
the technologies of the future.  

The Commission’s Resource Efficiency Road Map is a brilliant analysis of the problems, 
but it needs to be followed by legislation. All this can become a real green success story, 
provided that we can leave traditional thinking behind; provided we stop digging trenches 
and start real cooperation between governments, parliaments, businesses, NGOs and the 
wider public.

Gerben-Jan Gerbrandy, European 
Parliament © WWF
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Making consumers more environmentally responsible 
Focusing on changing behaviours, Thomas Lingard, Global Advocacy Director at 
Unilever, elaborated on the fundamental shift in the way Unilever sees its environmental 

responsibility. Where, in the past, it wanted to grow its business while also 
taking care of the environment, it is now convinced it cannot reach 

its target of a 50% growth without decoupling this growth from 
increased environmental impact.  As Unilever operates in places 

with enormous resource stress, resource efficiency is a conditio 
sine qua non.  But in recent research, Unilever found that it is 
even more important to reduce the environmental impact of 
their products during the user-phase than to improve resource 
efficiency during production. After all, 2/3 of the environmental 

impact of its products’ total life cycle happens during consumer 
use. In reaction to ever more environmentally conscious consumers 

and ever more stringent environmental regulation, companies like 
Unilever need to deliver sustainability in every phase of its products. In its 

Sustainable Living Plan, Unilever describes how it will halve the environmental impact 
of its products. 

Given the considerable environmental impact of products during their use, it is vital to 
understand consumer behaviour. For example, after studying hand wash practices – still 
85% of the total number of washes – and after finding that usually hand washed clothes 
are rinsed three times, Unilever developed a new type of hand wash detergent, which 
reduces the need to rinse and which therefore potentially saves water. 

Taking their environmental responsibility seriously, industries should look both up-
stream, when buying the resources and raw materials for their products, and downstream 
from the production phase of their products. This involves issues like transport, use and 
disposal. Especially for 
the downstream phase 
of the products’ life cy-
cle, user behaviour can 
make enormous differ-
ences. With the right 
kind of information, 
this user behaviour can 
be changed towards 
acting more environ-
mentally responsible. 
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Concluding panel
Are we really moving to a resource-efficient economy? 

The final session drew together various strands of the conference. Consensus grew and 
conclusions could be drawn.

Public awareness 
Joanna Maćkowiak – Pandera, Poland’s Under Secretary 
of State for the Environment, focused on the need to 
convince the wider public of the need for sustainability. 
Awareness-raising programmes and better communication 
about the challenge at hand is vital, she convincingly argued. 
The EU’s strong commitment to environmental policies, like 
curbing CO2 emissions; the EU’s Resource Efficiency Road Map 
and many other EU environmental policies will, in the long run, 
be undermined if the public remains unconvinced and uncommitted.  
Member States understand the need for public campaigns to raise 
awareness and to explain targets or other measures to their citizens. This is because, for 
sustainability to be achieved, public acceptance is needed both to change behaviour and 
to advance legislation. 

Robin Miège, the Director of Strategy at DG Environment, confirmed the 
analysis. The need to create wider acceptance of policies and measures among the public 

is obvious. New legislation may be considered if it is demonstrably the best 
option going forward. But, he argued, at this point in time evidence 

that this is the case is not yet overwhelming. This position was not 
universally shared; some panelists and participants rather thought 

that unless legally binding targets were agreed, the necessary 
fundamental shift would not be achieved.

Behaviour change
More agreement centered around behaviour change. On the 

side of consumer demand, this implies changing consumption 
patterns. In particular regarding food, transport, travel and the way 

we acquire non-food items, e.g. by leasing instead of buying. On the 
supply side, innovation and new technologies are called for. Fortunately, 

most of these are already available, but some of the proposed changes will require 
considerable research in order to get them right. There is nothing impossible here, while 
the benefits will be enormous and the Road Map shows the way. 

Joanna Maćkowiak – Pandera, Polish M
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Better data and measuring well-being
Continuing on the theme of research to get things right, Walter 
Radermacher, Director-General of Eurostat, confirmed 
the importance of gathering solid data for credible and reliable 
research results that can be fed into the decision making process.  
Statistics should be communicated in attractive ways and 
should be understood. With the right kind of information, better 
decisions can be taken. Particularly relevant for Resource Efficiency, 
he thought, is that environmental information should be compatible 
with economic data. Relating resource productivity to labour productivity e.g. 
would allow us to come to new findings. In the end, this would make measuring well-
being, not just measuring GDP, possible - a concept, which seemed to be welcomed by 
many panelists.

Thinking about sufficiency
Along the same lines, Jo Leinen, Chairman of the Environment Committee of 

the European Parliament, expressed the opinion that becoming more 
efficient is not enough, precisely because of the rebound effect. We 

need a paradigm shift and start to think about sufficiency, about 
de-materialising and decarbonising our lives, balancing GDP and 
well-being. The Road Map is a good point of departure, because it 
helps overcome the shortsightedness of people -and politicians-  
and so to open their minds and envisage long-term measures. 
But we also have to make the proposed policies concrete, with 

binding targets and timelines. ‘What is not binding, is not 
working’. In addition, we have to both broadcast positive messages 

about change and explain the cost of not taking action.

Walter Radermacher, Eurostat © W
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Closing remarks
In her closing speech, ACE’s President Erika Mink repeated that the business sector, 
and certainly the packaging industry, is ready to contribute to solving the problems of 

food demand and supply for the benefit of the future 9 billion inhabitants 
of our planet. The food packaging industry is already doing a lot 

more with less. And this industry probably has a special role to 
play with regard to the increasing demand for safe and healthy 
food and the urgent need to reduce the considerable food waste. 
The industry therefore envisages innovation in material and 
technology, growth with reduced resource use, products with 
the lowest possible resource use and environmental footprint, 
as well as sustainable sourcing of materials.  But in order to play 

this role, industry, which is increasingly in competition for scarce 
resources, needs a fair, level and predictable playing field to prevent 

market distortions and to stimulate and protect the industry’s long 
term environmental investments and commitments. Resource efficiency 

requirements are welcome, she maintained, if sufficient supportive 
regulation, and where necessary financial incentives, accompany 
them.

WWF International’s Director Jim Leape, the final 
speaker of the day underlined that whatever the policy 
chosen, whatever the technology developed, whatever 
the business model adopted, our footprint needs to 
be reduced to what our planet can sustain. Currently, 
mankind uses more than one planet. Certainly in Europe 
and even more in the US, we overshoot our limits. Where 
carbon emissions, deforestation, overfishing and loss of 
biodiversity all show exponential curves going in the wrong 
direction, we have to find a way to stop this trend. By whichever 
name we call it: green economy, sustainable development, green 
growth or resource efficiency, the key question is:  how do we build a 
shared future of prosperity that can be sustained within the limits of this one planet? 

At the time of a broader recession, we need a revolution, not incremental change. We need 
something as fundamental as the industrial revolution, but how in fact can this revolution 
be set in motion? What can we do that has this catalytic potential, how can we move 
on all fronts and induce broad, inclusive change?  The complexity of the issue is such 
that we cannot afford to put our hopes on either the public or the private sector alone. 
We need them both, as well as other actors. Bold governments, innovative businesses, 
intelligent consumers and campaigning NGOs should work together towards this one 
goal, all respecting the physical boundaries of this planet.  In that respect, this conference 
has proven to be a good example of what can be achieved if the resources, expertise and 
experience of all parties are efficiently brought together. 
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Resources Unlimited? 
The 10 main messages

Where carbon emissions, deforestation, overfishing and loss of biodiversity all 
show exponential curves going in the wrong direction, we need to break with 

the ineffective, incremental policies of the past. The ecological boundaries of 
Planet Earth are absolute, not relative. Resource efficiency is a vital strategy to take the 
planet’s boundaries into account while building a shared future.

The public sector, industry, NGOs, academia and other stakeholders need to 
transcend tribalism and start to mobilise the real, collective will to address 

environmental problems.  Social and political innovation is called for. The business 
sector and the environmental community should engage in real dialogue. 
Politicians need to improve their global negotiating skills in order to bring complicated 
global negotiations to a successful end. 

A Green Growth attitude is needed among the hard core of policy makers and 
politicians, as well as among business leaders and consumers. Sustainability 

objectives must be integrated into economic thinking. Additional research and 
the development of reliable Resource Efficiency scenarios should help to make the right 
kind of business and policy decisions and reliable data and realistic scenarios should 
make this possible. GDP alone is not a sufficient indicator for measuring well-being.

The European Commission’s Resource Efficiency Road Map is a crucial 
contribution to achieve a green economy. The EU needs to apply Resource 

Efficiency and environmental criteria consistently to all their policies, from CAP and 
fisheries, to energy and climate policies. Traditional EU subsidies, supporting resource 
depletion, hazardous production and practices, or brown growth should end. At the 
same time, it is essential that the Commission’s Road Map leads to clear EU 
legislation, including concrete targets where possible and necessary, and timelines. 
‘What is not binding, is not working’.

The financial crisis should not lead to a delay in investments in Green 
Growth, as these investments make good business sense. They will be 

partly paid back through reduced costs, partly through increased social benefits and 
partly through greater corporate value. Investments in resource efficiency will lead to an 
improved longer-term competitiveness and additional growth of the EU economy. Last 
but not least, delaying investments now, will lead to tremendous extra costs in the future.   
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Relating resource productivity to labour productivity would allow us to develop 
better informed policies and to implement these more effectively. Taxes should 

shift from labour to resource use.  Environmental impact need to be fully integrated 
in the price of a product. 

The more environmentally advanced industries, like the wood, paper and 
packaging industries, are ready to decouple, de-materialise and de-carbonise, but 

these (and other) industries need consistent, predictable policies and legislation 
to support their environmental efforts, to prevent market distortions and to create 
necessary markets. Green public procurement schemes can help to create these markets. 
Green investment banks can support Small and Medium Enterprises to realize the green 
investments necessary for innovation. 

Over a product’s life cycle - from material sourcing through production 
and use to product disposal - the environmental impact of products is 

often greatest during the user phase of the product. Consumers need to be made 
aware of their environmental responsibilities during this phase. Consumer behavior 
needs to change, including their diets (less meat) and energy use (less travel). Consumers 
must also be made aware of the so-called rebound effect, i.e. the propensity to use savings 
achieved for increased consumption. Environmentalists need to be more courageous to 
address consumers and to campaign for change of behaviour. 

Businesses and consumers need to fundamentally rethink their 
relation and should shift more often from a producer-consumer relationship to 

a relationship of service provider and client: car manufacturers for example could stop 
selling cars and could provide mobility services; consumers could stop owning cars to 
become car service users instead.  The same goes for mobile phone and IT companies, 
who could become leasing entities instead.

There seems to be an increasing willingness of all actors to move together 
towards substantially higher levels of resource efficiency which respect the One 

Living Planet boundaries. This new dynamic, exemplified by the EU Commissions 
Resource Efficiency Road Map, can and should be used to accelerate towards 
a greener economy now.
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WWF is one of the world’s largest and most respected independent conservation organisations, with 
over 5 million supporters and a global network active in over 100 countries.  WWF’s mission is to 
stop the degradation of the earth’s natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in 
harmony with nature, by conserving the world’s biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable 
natural resources is sustainable, and promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.
www.wwf.eu

ACE provides a European platform for beverage carton manufacturers and their paperboard suppliers to 
benchmark and profile cartons as renewable, recyclable and low carbon packaging solutions. Engaging 
with stakeholders and partners seeking high environmental stewardship, it contributes expertise to EU 
policy, legislation and standard-setting. 

ACE members include beverage carton producers Tetra Pak, SIG Combibloc and Elopak; they develop, 
manufacture and market systems for the processing, packaging and distribution of beverages and food, 
and produce packaging material at 20 plants in Europe. About 98% of the paperboard used by ACE 
members in beverage cartons in Europe is produced by Stora Enso in Skoghall (Sweden) and Imatra 
(Finland), and Korsnäs in Gävle and Frövi (Sweden), who are also members of ACE. These paper mills 
and the beverage carton manufacturers in ACE together employ close to 30,000 people worldwide.
www.beveragecarton.eu	
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