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Leinster House, 13th April 2009

Intervention by Kieran McGowan 

Chairman of the Committee, 

Members of the Committee, 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

We are grateful for the opportunity to present to you today to discuss corporate responsibility as a critical issue for our economic competitiveness and long term sustainability.
Introduction 

My name is Kieran McGowan and I am Chairman of Business in the Community Ireland. My colleague Tomas Sercovich, Senior Corporate Responsibility Consultant will be addressing to you in the second part of our presentation. 

Allow me to introduce Business in the Community Ireland: We are a non profit business network and our mission is to make Ireland the most responsible and sustainable region in the world. Since our inception in 2000, we have used our store of knowledge and expertise to inspire, support and challenge Irish businesses to make a positive impact on the workplace, community, marketplace and environment. 
Business in the Community Ireland offers a range of bespoke services to business, including strategic advice on how to integrate responsible business practice. Our advisory services have been developed to support business in meeting their business and sustainability goals. I invite you to visit our website www.bitc.ie to assess the extent of our work in this area. 
Our intervention today aims to present our vision on how corporate responsibility can contribute to economic competitiveness and why it is important for government to promote and encourage responsible business practice across Irish business. We will cover the following issues: 

1. Responsible business practice as a key component of Irish competitiveness 
2. Supporting companies to articulate their responsible business practices 

3. The role of Government in promoting corporate responsibility 

4. Leading by example: Government’s social responsibility and procurement practices 

Responsible business practice as a key component of Irish competitiveness

When world trade begins to grow again we need to ensure that we are competitive enough to secure our fair share of that growth, both in terms of export growth and in terms of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). An essential part of that objective is to ensure that Ireland is at least as good as or better than other competitor countries. Irish exports need to be promoted and our service and product offering needs to conform to the needs of sophisticated markets and suppliers that see a value in responsible business.
Take for instance the London 2012 Olympic Games, where a large number of Irish companies are bidding to become suppliers, mainly in the construction sector. In order to become a supplier of choice to the Olympics, companies need to demonstrate that they have achieved standards of environmental performance and sustainability. Many Irish companies have failed to achieve this standard, a missed opportunity for our businesses. 
· We believe that Government and the Houses of the Oireachtas need to actively discuss what is the role and contribution of responsible business practice to competitiveness and how to promote it in its programmes to attract foreign investment 

· Additionally we believe it is necessary to align responsible business practice into programmes and Agencies that promote Irish exports into markets with high social and environmental expectations 

I would now like to hand you over to my colleague Tomas Sercovich who will present on the next items in the presentation 

Intervention by Tomas Sercovich

Supporting companies to articulate their responsible business practices 
Business in the Community Ireland is working on a Responsible Business Standard or Award Scheme to recognise and highlight companies that have reached a minimum level of development and integration of corporate responsibility practices in their business strategy and operations. The framework is developed as a self-assessment questionnaire followed by a third party audit that would adjudicate this mark of excellence as a way highlighting leaders in responsible business. The process is compatible with major international frameworks such as the ISO26000 guidance document, the principles of the United Nations Global Compact and the performance indicators or the Global Reporting Initiative. 

· We consider that this standard will be essential to assist Irish business in developing responsible business practices and being recognized as leaders in this field here and overseas. 
· We would like to request Government support, endorsement and promotion of this Standard within an overall Government Sustainability policy and vision though recognition of its value in public procurement and tendering contracts. 

Role of government in promoting corporate responsibility 

By its nature, corporate responsibility is a voluntary approach by business to meet and exceed societal expectations in their everyday operations and decision-making. The European Commission is aligned with this vision, although it has invested heavily in awareness and capacity building campaigns across Europe that provide businesses of all sizes and sectors with information on the drivers, benefits and examples of best practice of responsible business practice. 
The challenge for Irish business, especially small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) is that they need to be encouraged, incentivised and informed of the business opportunities and benefits of responsible business practice. There is a key role for government to act as a facilitator and promoter of these practices. Spain, Denmark and the UK are leaders in this space, to mention some. 
The UK has incorporated in the role of CSR Minister to the brief of a Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform and published last month a Government Corporate Responsibility Report that outlines their commitments and performance in corporate responsibility
. In Denmark, the Government has offered free training on corporate responsibility for SMEs and large companies and offers free resources to raise awareness on key issues. In the Italian region of Tuscany, the local government offers tax breaks to local businesses that have achieved the external certification SA9000 that certifies their suppliers in developing countries meet standards on treatment of employees and decent working conditions. 
We strongly believe that there is a need for a comprehensive and co-ordinated government strategy to promote corporate responsibility amongst Irish business with involvement of all social partners, including a public awareness campaign, incentives and other forms of support and promotion. 

Leading by example: Government’s social responsibility and procurement practices 

As well as promoting responsible business practices across the business community, Government needs to lead by example and this can be done through its procurement practices, incorporating social and environmental criteria as well as in its operational efficiency as a major employer, investor and in its impact on the environment. Particularly in times like these where major efficiencies are needed to control public spending, it is imperative for Government to adopt measures to acquire more environmentally friendly and fairly traded products and services, standardize employment practices to increase productivity and attract and retain the most talented staff.  
The Netherlands and the UK are good examples of sustainable procurement where rules have been developed to promote and award socially and environmentally responsible suppliers and contractors without compromising competition rules, for instance in The Netherlands in procurement of uniforms for state employees suppliers must provide certified organic cotton clothes. 

Through procurement, Government can have a big influence in business as well as showing its determination and commitment to sustainability. 
In this sense, we would recommend Government to develop and implement a Sustainable Procurement action plan and strategy across all Departments, Agencies and Local Authorities, modelled on the UK Commission on Sustainable Development and led by the Public Procurement Unit of the Department of Finance as well as an overall Social Responsibility programme to measure and communicate on the environmental and social impacts of Departments, Agencies and Local Authorities. 

To summarise and conclude, we believe that Ireland needs a clear strategy to articulate the vision that have proposed today - to make Ireland the most responsible and sustainable region in the world, because it is critical for our economic prosperity, social development and environmental sustainability and because it makes business sense. 

We thank you for your time and interest and look forward to discussing the issues raised. 

Appendix: Examples of Best Practice 
Examples of how corporate responsibility or responsible business practice can impact the bottom line of business develop new business opportunities and help manage costs

Savills Ireland developed a graduate training programme that includes a module of volunteering with community organisations in the area of access to property. The programme is cost-effective, replaces traditional skills training and has a positive impact on the community and in the company’s reputation. 

Manpower Ireland developed a specific service offering, Manpower Mature aimed at recruiting people over 50. This allowed the company satisfy the need of clients for experienced people at a time when the employment market required a larger number of candidates. By developing this niche market, Manpower developed a competitive advantage over its competitors
IBM Ireland have developed a programme to reduce packaging from suppliers by implementing a reverse logistics operation for all packaging components to be re-used in its global operations, including equipment manufactured in Ireland. Their site in Mulhuddart achieved over 30% reduction in waste sent to landfill due to this programme, with significant impact on its costs. 
Aiming to foster a culture of safety in the workplace, CRH launched the CRH Simon Safety Challenge, where over 130 sites compete for achieving a higher number of accident free hours which translate into donations to the Simon Communities. This incentive scheme has helped the company channel the need to improve its safety performance to a cause that staff would associate with. 

� See link to report: �HYPERLINK "http://www.berr.gov.uk/files/file50312.pdf"�http://www.berr.gov.uk/files/file50312.pdf� 





