After VW: How Honest Companies Can Use Climate Change Efforts to Rebuild the Sustainability & CSR Movement
Corporate sustainability and social responsibility (CSR) programs have taken a serious hit over the last few weeks because of the revelations that Exxon (now Exxon Mobil) was well aware of global warming in the 70s and 80s but chose to bury their research, and, even worse, the stunning news that Volkswagen AG deliberately evaded EPA emissions tests on 11 million diesel vehicles.
The VW case was clearly not a mistake. As Lauren Hepler of GreenBiz reported, “According to the US EPA, since 2009 the company designed a ‘defeat device’ to artificially and deliberately lower NOx emissions 10 to 40 percent—but only while being tested by regulators.” 
The CEO’s resignation and the staggering cost to the company have been well documented, but I’m more interested in what this means for the corporate sustainability/CSR program and the reputations of companies who are trying to do the right thing for the environment.
For starters, it’s a real problem for CSR, because Volkswagen had just received the top award in the auto sector from the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI). But it goes much farther that that, as Linda Greer of NRDC stated in a TreeHugger blog: 
“Volkswagen may not go down alone here. It will probably severely tarnish this entire movement and may take a few environmental certification and sustainability ranking systems down with it.”

PricewaterhouseCoopers, the auditing firm that reviewed Volkswagen’s 2014 Sustainability Report, is going to be called out, and it will be important to see what the sustainability staff of VW knew about this deception, and what they tried or didn’t try to do about it internally. These are the people consumers rely on to provide transparency about the company’s environmental track record, so if they are in on this fraud that is going to take “greenwashing” (the false claim of a company’s positive environmental programs and activities) to new heights.
While we wait to see how bad this scandal is going to get for the sustainability movement, what can companies who truly want to improve the environment do to rebuild trust with global consumers and customers?
As I’ve noted in some earlier articles, fighting climate change—really fighting it—could be a way to move forward. Because of the Pope’s visit and the VW emissions story, this issue is certainly top of mind right now, and that will continue because of the global UN conference on climate change coming up in Paris this December.
To overcome the skepticism of the media, regulators and general public, companies should plan to quickly ramp up their sustainability programs to cut CO2 emissions, reduce water use, and promote energy conservation, solar and wind. And these efforts must be extremely well documented and verified, by independent outside sources whenever possible. Once that’s done, don’t be shy about communicating your renewed commitments and achievements to the public—they need to hear from companies that are doing the right things. 
On the financial side, divesting any company investments from fossil fuel firms is a relatively straightforward way of demonstrating the organization’s support for clean energy.

Planning and completing some energy-oriented community projects like solar-energy builds with Habitat for Humanity, Grid Alternatives, and other groups are also great ways to involve employees and customers, and show the public that your company is “walking the walk” on clean energy with your local communities.
Finally, and most important of all, companies that want to “go green” need to take a public stand behind major clean energy public policy initiatives at the global, federal, state and local levels and actively lobby on their behalf. 
This can include supporting the Clean Power Plan (CPP) recently launched by EPA, the extension of federal tax credits for solar and wind energy, carbon pricing, and net metering for solar installations, to name just a few. It also means signing up for the Ceres Climate Declaration, and joining groups like BICEP (Business for Innovative Climate and Energy Policy), the We Mean Business coalition, the Business Council for Sustainable Energy, and the American Sustainability Business Council, among many others.
It will not be easy to win back the public’s faith in companies that care about the environment and it will take time, but with short-term and long-term commitments to taking on climate change, it can be done.

