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Introduction

Describing climate change as potentially one of the greatest 
threats to humanity, is how Daniel Felton, Managing 
Director, Corporate Banking, at HSBC UK, introduced our 
Sustainability webinar towards the end of 2020. 

After announcing our own ambitious plans to build a more 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive world by aligning HSBC’s 
portfolio to net zero emissions, we are keen to support 
businesses on their own sustainability journeys.

For many, this journey involves taking action to be more 
sustainable across their business, and the adoption of a zero 
carbon emissions target can offer a tangible, measurable 
target aligned to climate science.

Sharing their insight and experience of those journeys, our 
guest speakers were Tristan Hogg, Founder and Managing 
Director of Pieminister, James FitzGerald, Co-founder and 
Managing Director of e-cargobikes.com, and Robert King, 
Head of Sustainable Finance at HSBC UK. Here are some 
key takeouts for businesses.

1 2 3 4 5
Lead or follow? Find a focus Set your targets Translate  

sustainability  
into business  

benefits

Don’t be afraid  
to try things

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a wake-up call to build a more resilient 
business community and create a safer and more sustainable world.
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What is 
net zero?

Your sustainability journey

To become net zero is to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in line with limiting warming to well below 
2 degrees above pre-industrial levels (as set out in the 
Paris Agreement) and then to balance any remaining 
emissions. UK government statistics suggest that 
businesses directly account for around 18 per cent  
of carbon emissions in the UK1, so clearly all businesses 
have a role to play in meeting the net zero ambition. 

The first step is to determine the emissions from your 
business. You should then establish an emissions 
reduction pathway and a strategy to balance any 
residual emissions by investing in carbon removable 
projects, either within or outside the business  
value chain.  

Our speakers shared their experiences of embracing sustainability, with 
some pointers to help other businesses either just starting out on their 
journey or those wanting to move ahead.

1 Lead or follow?

2 Find a focus

Deciding whether you want to be a driver of the change to greater sustainability or would prefer to 
adopt a wait and see approach may be driven by forces outside your control to some extent. Your 
business may be affected by legislative or regulatory change designed to encourage activity which 
improves sustainability, or market forces may be pushing the decision to embrace sustainability. 
However, as FitzGerald explains, “there are some enormous opportunities in playing a part in driving 
this change.”  These include the ability to shape the debate and create competitive advantage.

Sustainability covers a wide range of areas, some of which may or may not be applicable to your 
business or the sector you operate in. As Hogg points out: “If you’re one business trying to do 
absolutely everything, it’s going to be pretty ineffective. Focus on the areas where you believe your 
business can have a meaningful impact and that you can talk to your stakeholders about.”

Selecting an area where you can take positive action and an authoritative stand gives you far greater 
credibility and means you’ll have something valuable to share with stakeholders and peers.
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1.  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/875485/2019_UK_greenhouse_gas_emissions_provisional_figures_statistical_release.pdf

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/8754
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/8754
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3 Set your  
targets

Once you have a clear focus, setting targets can help 
you create a plan to achieve them and to measure 
your progress as part of that journey. Targets should be 
relevant to your business and achievable but stretching. 
For example, Pieminister has targeted reducing food 
waste by 50% and making the business carbon neutral by 
2023. Targets can also be formed by different stakeholder 
interests – from areas most relevant to customers, to those 
directed by your supply chain or regulators. 

“Benchmarking is really important,” says Hogg. “Go 
to who you think is best in class in that area, so we 
benchmarked against the Carbon Trust, for example.” 

Ensuring that targets are credible is a challenge that’s 
recognised in the finance community, particularly by 
investors focused on ESG compliance, says King. “Robust 
measurement tools, and a transparent framework are 
essential, and the proposed EU taxonomy may help to 
standardise the link between activities and net zero or 
Paris alignment,” he says.

4 Translate sustainability  
into business benefits

Although ESG and the whole conversation around 
sustainability is a growing focus for individuals, businesses 
and policy makers, the bottom line remains powerful. 

Overtly sharing the business efficiencies that sustainability 
can drive can be a useful lever when selling in your vision or 
specific products or services, as FitzGerald explains from his 
own experience: “Efficiency is a language that businesses 
already understand. Selling on eco alone wasn’t enough, so 
we focused on the energy efficiency of our delivery platform, 
which meant that we could compete on cost and service with 
the added value of achieving environmental performance, 
and that opened doors.”

Taking a long-term, more strategic view of investing in 
sustainability is also important points out Hogg. “Although 
we’re compelled to act because this is about true sustainability, 
our view is that actually doing these things and talking about 
them will strengthen our business for the long-term and create 
trust with our customers.”

Many HSBC clients are seeing the benefits and opportunities 
of sustainability agrees King: “An ambitious, credible net zero 
target can be a way of future proofing your business and also 
enhancing corporate reputation with suppliers, consumers and 
employees.  And we’ve also found that many investments, 
for example, on site renewable energy generation, can realise 
commercial benefits.”

Selling on eco alone wasn’t 
enough, so we focused  
on the energy efficiency  
of our delivery platform”
James FitzGerald, Co-founder and  
Managing Director of e-cargobikes.com
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5Don’t be afraid to try things

Lots of businesses are starting to think or plan or embark 
on their sustainability journey and many others have 
already taken those steps, made mistakes and learnt  
from them. There is no such thing as a perfect solution 
and the targets we have set ourselves are incredibly 
ambitious, but necessary. Some businesses may feel 
the challenges are too great, but recognising that 
is important, says King:  “In some sectors there are 
technological constraints which mean you can take  
steps on the path to get to zero but you can’t be fully 
green today and we expect to see financing products  
and services develop to support these corporates as  
they look to transition their business.”

Announcing the launch of HSBC’s Net Zero Guide, King 
explains how it will be part of the Bank’s overarching 
support. “With the guide, we wanted to set out clearly 
what are the steps that businesses can take to formulate 
their own net zero strategy and what are some of the 
common pitfalls to avoid.”

The steps you take on your journey to sustainability  
don’t need to be huge – even changing to energy efficient 
lightbulbs is a start – and, as Hogg says, “don’t let having to 
have a massive strategy in place be the thing that stops you 
just cracking on”.

The fact is that we can’t stop the climate crisis in isolation, 
but collectively, we can make a difference. “The climate crisis 
is not going to be solved by one company doing it perfectly,” 
says Hogg.  “Instead it’s about thousands of companies doing 
it, millions of companies doing it, even imperfectly, and that is  
going to make a bigger impact overall.”

Don’t let having to have a massive 
strategy in place be the thing that  
stops you just cracking on”
Tristan Hogg, Founder and Managing  
Director of Pieminister
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Summary
Sustainability and the transition to net zero is a journey, not a race,  
but businesses do need to engage – not only to meet increasingly  
tough compliance targets, but to ensure they access the  
opportunities available and don’t get left behind.

Change doesn’t need to be large-scale or rapid and 
businesses should consider those areas that are most 
relevant to their operations and where they can have an 
impact. Creating challenging targets using recognised 
benchmarks or standards and committing to assessing 
progress and adjusting or adapting plans along the way, 
is also essential.

To support businesses and as part of HSBC’s own journey 
to net zero, we have launched a Net Zero Guide, in 
partnership with Carbon Intelligence. We also recognise 
that many of the challenges in transitioning to net zero 
are often very sector specific and we’ll be following up 
with key sector insight into those challenges and the 
practical steps that can be taken in early 2021.  

You can find more information, including our Net Zero 
Guide, sustainable finance insights, and future events  
on our UK Sustainable Finance hub.  

https://www.business.hsbc.uk/en-gb/sustainability-hub
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