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As M&S commits to financing the start-up of a 

unique UNICEF carbon finance project in 

Bangladesh, a group of senior sustainability 

executives from some of the UK’s largest 

companies met with M&S CEO Marc Bolland 

to discuss what it will take for companies to 

deliver the solutions required to limit carbon 

emissions and build resilience for vulnerable 

communities. 

They all agreed that action isn’t happening fast 

enough to tackle climate change, but what are 

the solutions? 

The Issue 

In light of extreme weather events in the 

Philippines, North America and the UK, the 

realities of climate change are being felt by 

people across the world.  Many businesses 

are reassessing strategies to build climate 

change mitigation, resilience and adaptation 

for communities at home and in their supply 

chains. 

While governments battle with the demands of 

struggling economies and the politics of 

climate change policy, there is a need for 

business, working with partners and peers, to 

take action now. 

Carbon finance enables companies to meet 

emission reduction goals and achieve 

immediate  

 

 

results and impact.  Through the purchase of 

carbon credits, businesses offset emissions 

and provide the finance required to enable 

greenhouse gas reduction projects that would 

not otherwise have happened. However, 

carbon offsets have a contentious reputation 

which is limiting their take up and therefore 

impact.   

The Debate on Carbon Finance: Is it a 

credible option? 

There comes a point for most businesses 

when continued investment in energy 

efficiency or renewable energy becomes more 

expensive than outsourcing an equivalent 

emission reduction through carbon finance. 

That point differs for each business, depending 

on the nature of their activities; processes, 

energy use, building stock, travel & transport, 

etc. But once a reduction of around 30% in 

carbon intensity has been achieved, the cost 

of greater efficiency is often more expensive 

than external emission reductions through 

carbon finance. When business reaches that 

threshold, it becomes more cost effective to 

reduce each tonne through carbon finance 

than the next best internal reduction project.  

 Energy efficiency measures often have 

short payback periods, saving both 

money and carbon over the lifetime of 

the activity – creating a negative cost of 

carbon 
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 Renewable energy measures often 

have long payback periods.  They save 

carbon but due to high capital costs 

they cost more than they save – 

creating a positive cost of carbon 

The actual figures for any business will differ 

depending on existing circumstances such as 

age and quality of building stock, current 

behaviour and type of energy use.  

Investor expectations, NGO demands, 

employee engagement, customer interest, 

energy security, carbon pricing and taxes… 

Business is increasingly seeing a requirement 

to demonstrate its commitment to rapid action 

and stretching emission reduction targets.  

“Time is hugely important, and we need 

targets to drive innovation,” said one 

participant.  

A tonne of carbon removed in the UK, has the 

same global impact as a tonne removed in 

India, Bangladesh or Kenya.  And much of the 

continued emissions growth is in those 

developing countries that are crucial to the 

supply chains of successful businesses 

elsewhere.  It is those countries that need 

finance to help build low emissions growth, 

that are suffering most from the impact of 

climate change, and that supply many of the 

products and services consumed in countries 

where global emissions are levelling out. 

A Potential Solution: What role can the 

private sector play? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M&S has recently invested in UNICEF’s 

improved cookstove project in Bangladesh 

which will help 40,000 households reduce fuel 

use by 50%.  Each stove will reduce 

approximately 1 tonne of CO2e per year.  But, 

with indoor air pollution causing more deaths 

in under 5s than malaria or tuberculosis in less 

developed countries, the project also has a 

crucial role to play in improving health, 

particularly for women and children.   

Enabled by carbon finance, with performance 

and results measured and monitored through 

the reporting of verified emissions reductions, 

the project demonstrates how an alliance of 

development agencies and business can begin 

to create results-based solutions.  The health 

benefits, combined with the cost savings of 

purchasing less fuel, the time saving on 

cooking and collecting fuel, and the 

entrepreneurial opportunities for small 

businesses in Bangladesh to manufacture and 

sell the stoves, ensure the project delivers 

multiple benefits and a compelling case for 

business investment.  

“Creating a social win and economic 

business win.”  Mike Barry, Director of Plan 

A, M&S 

 

The expertise and focus of business on 

efficiency and innovation can be used to find 

solutions that will deliver these multiple 

outcomes, build resilience in the supply chain, 

and make economic sense. It’s by working 

together and using results-based carbon 

finance that the private sector can enable this 

type of small initiative to be scaled up and 

deliver big results. 

 

“The potential to be scaled up and make a 

massive difference is immense.” David 

Bull, Executive Director, UNICEF UK 
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What Next: How do we make this happen?  

The round table participants discussed their 

requirements if carbon finance is to be 

deployed by more businesses in order to 

achieve scale and deliver results on global 

emissions quickly.  Three major requirements 

stood out: 

1. Align with your business objectives 

“We need to get out of silo thinking, with the 

carbon person focused on their own targets, to 

a place where those targets are reinvented 

and become integral and core to the whole 

business model.” 

Whether it’s a focus on water stewardship, a 

need to build resilience in the supply chain, or 

a programme to support women’s 

empowerment in Africa, businesses can use 

carbon finance to support the important 

strategic goals of the organisation, which are 

not necessarily carbon reductions.  Carbon 

finance investments may be used as a 

mechanism to align with other business 

priorities such as supply chain resilience, more 

material environmental impacts such as water, 

or other community and citizenship 

programmes. 

2. Re-think the value 

“We need to think about these good projects 

that are delivering a lot of other benefits and 

capture that value.” 

Many of the projects which are developed 

using carbon finance are delivering a range of 

important additional benefits to the 

communities around them: efficient cookstoves 

and water filtration projects have an essential 

role in improving health; forest protection 

projects are crucial to biodiversity protection 

and ecosystem services; and energy efficiency  

 

projects create jobs and aid personal financial 

security.  

These additional benefits enable business to 

get greater value beyond just the price of 

emission reductions, creating a stronger 

business case for the value from carbon 

finance investments. The monitoring and 

verification that the sale of carbon credits 

requires means there is a third-party process 

in place to create a pay-for-performance 

structure that can be reported back to the 

business. 

3. Engage consumers 

“Business will engage if there is recognition 

from the consumer for their action.” 

For consumers ‘offsetting’ is, at best, little 

understood, and at worst, considered to be a 

scam.   Carbon finance has a role to play in 

addressing many of the ‘behind the scenes’ 

business issues of climate change that 

consumers expect business to be managing 

without having to actively engage or take their 

own action.  Consumers need to trust that 

brands are taking credible, impactful action 

through appropriate investments.   

So how can offsetting be repositioned to 

assure them this is the case?  Businesses 

investing in projects with carbon finance have 

an opportunity to talk to consumers about the 

solutions and positive action they are 

delivering to a global problem that seems 

insurmountable and disconnected for many: 

how they are supporting vulnerable 

communities, and protecting the supply chains 

of the clothes, food and drink, and technology, 

that we purchase and use.  

 

“We can set the example ourselves through 

taking small examples and making them 

very big.” Marc Bolland, CEO, M&S 
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Next Steps 

The drivers for business to take action now, 

despite lack of global policy agreement and 

vast variation in commitment from national 

governments, are compelling – from 

reputation, to investor expectation, to 

stakeholder demand, to supply chain risk. 

Business innovation can deliver the rapid 

action required: M&S, UNICEF and The 

CarbonNeutral Company worked together to 

launch one solution in Bangladesh.  Carbon 

finance projects offer businesses the 

opportunity make the most economic 

investments in carbon emission reductions and 

demonstrate their commitment to essential 

emission reduction projects that can deliver 

scale and impact in many parts of the world.   

To be part of this solution, business needs to: 

 Revisit their climate strategies, 

establish where the greatest climate 

change risks are and identify the 

current business position 

 Ask whether they are achieving the 

most effective and rapid emission 

reductions with their budget and 

whether carbon finance today presents 

new opportunities  

 Consider innovative solutions that will 

meet the goals of business while also 

supporting communities most 

vulnerable to climate change impact, 

such as the UNICEF improved 

cookstove project in Bangladesh. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please contact us if you are interested in 

hearing more about the UNICEF project in 

Bangladesh 

sales@naturalcapitalpartners.com; 

corporate@unicef.org.uk, or would be 

interested in participating in a side event on 

the role of carbon finance at the UN Secretary-

General Summit in New York in September 

(rfay@naturalcapitalpartners.com). 

The round table was chaired by Jonathon 

Porritt, Co-founder, Forum for the Future 

Organisations represented at the round table 

discussion included: 

 Accenture 

 BSR 

 BT 

 Citi 

 Coca-Cola Europe 

 Co-operative 

 DFID 

 DHL 

 M&S 

 Nationwide Building Society 

 PwC 

 STA 

 Tesco 

 The CarbonNeutral Company 

 UNICEF UK 

 Virgin Unite 

 Willmott Dixon 

 WPP 

 WWF UK 
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