NORTHERN IRELAND:

FIRST STEPS TO
SUSTAINABILITY

Attitudes to sustainable technology are

changing among firms in Northern Ireland —
but there is a long way to go to secure future
prosperity and employment, according to a

new survey.

‘Firms in Northern
Ireland should be
thinking about
sustainability now. If
they are not, they are
risking their long term
future and that of our
society as a whole.’

b

Companies in Northern Ireland must increase
their commitment to sustainable technology
to secure future prosperity and employment

in the province. That’s the message of a new

survey by Queen’s University among firms in
key sectors of the economy — engineering and
construction, chemicals, textiles, plastics and
rubber and food and drink.

The survey assessed readiness to introduce
sustainable technology and awareness of its
importance. Scores ranged from 82% to 34%,
taking into account economic, social and
environmental sustainability and product
design. The top score was achieved by
Pilkington K'Mac of County Tyrone, who
achieved 412 out of a possible 500 points.
Although engineering and construction firms
did best, there were high scoring companies
throughout the economy, including the hard-
pressed textiles sector.

The report, ‘Sustainable technologies: results
from a survey of Northern Irish companies’,
was sponsored by the Sustainable
Technologies Initiative, a programme of
collaborative research aimed at improving the
sustainability of UK business. With funding
from the DTI, Defra and three research
councils, the STl is supporting new ways to
achieve economic growth and employment
while safeguarding the environment and
conserving natural resources.

According to the report, some Northern Irish
firms have made a good start to ensure a
sustainable future for themselves and their
employees, and awareness of sustainable
technology is growing. However, many
companies are failing to consider long-term
sustainability.

‘Firms in Northern Ireland should be thinking
about sustainability now - if they are not, they
are risking their entire future and that of our
society as awhole,’ says project leader John
Stewart of the university’s QUESTOR Centre.
‘Our survey showed that we have plenty of
forward-looking companies who are looking
at what products they are going to be making,
how they are going to be making them and

what their market will be. They need to include
sustainability in that equation.’

Nearly 40 companies took part in the study.
The best scores were recorded for
environmental policy, with an average of 71%,
although actual performance lagged behind
at 43%. Larger firms did better than SMEs
overall but less well on environmental
sustainability.

Glass manufacturer and supplier Pilkington
K'Mac, part of the Pilkington plc Group,
achieved full marks for environmental
commitment. The firm has introduced
initiatives to minimise waste and save energy,
and has given staff special environmental
training. It also scored highly for social
sustainability, reflecting the group’s excellent
staff relations and record on health and safety.

Ulster Carpets led the way for the textiles sector
and took overall first place for social
sustainability. The firm has taken significant
steps to train staff in health and safety,
environmental, technical and workplace
learning qualifications.

Among other firms to do well was Ryobi
Aluminium Casting (UK) Ltd, who achieved
the highest score for environmental
sustainability and product design. The
Carrickfergus company has improved its
economic, social and environmental
sustainability as part of company policy.

Bombardier Aerospace, which came joint first
in its sector for environmental commitment,
has taken significant steps to minimise waste
and improve energy efficiency.

Step changes rather than incremental
improvements will be needed to achieve long-
term sustainability, concludes the report.
Much progress could be made by taking
sustainability into account at the product
design stage, looking at the lifetime of the
product, its maintainability and how it will
be disposed of at the end of its service life.
Companies are urged to develop a vision
looking ahead three or four decades — but the
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‘Companies setting
out on the path to
long-term
sustainability
should begin to see
benefits straight
away. If their
sustainability is
right, the economics
will follow.’
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rewards should flow far sooner.

Sustainability means working back from where
you want to be in 40 years time to decide on the
steps you should be taking now,’ says Mr Stewart.
But companies setting out on the path to long-
term sustainability should begin to see benefits
straight away. If their sustainability is right, the
economics will follow.’

Additional project information
and background

Why is sustainable technology so important?

The central idea is to ensure a better quality of
life for all kinds of people, now and for

generations to come. Four key objectives must
be met to achieve this simple goal — to achieve

social progress that recognises everyone’s needs,
to protect the environment, use natural
resources prudently and maintain high and
stable levels of economic growth and
employment.

Who carried out the survey?

The survey was carried out by the QUESTOR
Centre (Queen's University Environmental
Science and Technology Research Centre). The
centre carries out a broad range of research and
development projects on environmental issues
in collaboration with industry.

Why was Northern Ireland chosen for this
study?

The survey builds on previous studies by the
QUESTOR Centre, which has been working with
local companies on a variety of environmental
projects for a number of years. It broadens the
scope of these environmental studies to
encompass social and economic issues. The
survey forms part of the Sustainable
Technologies Initiative, a major programme to
improve the sustainability of businesses
throughout the UK.
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What did the survey set out to achieve?

The survey aimed to establish the degree to
which Northern Ireland’s companies are aware
of sustainable development and are developing
and implementing sustainable technologies to
ensure their future prosperity.

How many companies took part?

More than 250 companies were invited to take
part. Many were smaller companies, reflecting
the composition of the Northern Ireland
economy. Forty companies agreed to complete
the questionnaire and 37 submitted information
in time to be included.

How were the scores worked out?

Information was collected using questionnaires
and face-to-face interviews. Responses to each
question were allocated a score between 0 and
100. Questions were grouped under five
headings — economic sustainability, social
sustainability, environmental commitment,
environmental performance, and
environmental sustainability and product
design.

How wide was the range of scores?

Scores ranged between 412 out of 500 (or 82 %)
and 169 (34%), with an average of 300 (60%).
The engineering and construction sectors did
particularly well, recording the highest average
and individual company scores. Scores for
environmental policy were the best overall,
averaging 71%, and those for environmental
performance worst, averaging 43%.

What happens next?

Discussions are taking place with a number of
firms that took part in the study. They have
expressed an interest in individual follow-up
projects to ensure long-term sustainability.

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC).
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