Global Environmental Governance and Corporate Social Responsibility
Introduction
ECOLOGIA (ECOlogists Linked for Organizing Grassroots Initiatives and Action) was formally founded in 1989 by grassroots environmental activists from the United States in order to support grassroots environmental initiatives across the Soviet Union and eastern Europe.  In early 2000, ECOLOGIA moved its US headquarters to Middlebury, Vermont. Led by initiative from Russian staff, ECOLOGIA became increasingly involved in helping Russian enterprises implement environmental management systems in order to reduce pollution and production costs. Since 2002, ECOLOGIA has been exploring opportunities to conduct similar work in China. ECOLOGIA also takes part in the development of international environmental management standards, such as ISO14000, and advocates transparency and public participation in international standards-making bodies. Since 2003, they have specialized in work on international greenhouse gas accounting standards (emissions reduction, reporting and verification).

ECOLOGIA has now assumed a leadership role in the development of yet another International Organization for Standardization (ISO) standard.  This standard focuses on social and environmental responsibility.  International standards were originally created as voluntary guidelines, and they are now increasingly used to implement public policy and legislation.  As a form of global governance, the development of standards can be a model for engaging a broad range of countries and stakeholders in developing “consensus-based rules of conduct”.  Many of the critical issues of the 21st century (climate change, fair trade, corporate social and environmental responsibility) will be resolved one standard at a time.

Partnering with ECOLOGIA, you have the opportunity to dive in and contribute to the three-year standards-making process for the corporate social and environmental responsibility (CSR) standard, at both the local and international level.  It is important to note the multi-year timeline for this standard, as your research and project work will serve as a contribution to this evolving process.
Problem Statement #1 – Impact in Vermont
Working with a subset of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Vermont, you can help bring the Vermont perspective to this international discussion.  Logical steps include:
· Define your sample-set of Vermont businesses to work with.  A good starting point would be to contact Vermont Businesses for Social Responsibility (VBSR, http://www.vbsr.org/) for their directory of member businesses.  You may also want to include non-VBSR members for comparison.  Decide what kind of geographic and “type-of-industry” distribution would be useful.  Be creative and thoughtful, and run your ideas by ECOLOGIA.
· Develop a primer on international standards for SMEs as a means to introduce Vermont companies to this topic

· Interview local businesses in your sample set.  Your interview findings should be summarized in a “Vermont Position Paper” that can be widely shared.  Three main goals of your interviews should be to:

· Gather reactions to proposed sections of the CSR standard

· Gather proposed alternatives for sections they don’t like / are concerned about

· Capture actual CSR practices that are already happening in VT so that these can be shared at the international level

· Produce a CSR workbook for local businesses tailored appropriately based on your interview findings.  While there exists a cumbersome an expensive Global Reporting Initiative that covers CSR as well as numerous other areas, there is a need for simple, small-scale CSR evaluation tool, for businesses to quickly and easily measure their performance in this arena.
Problem Statement #2 – Impact in China
As mentioned in the introduction, ECOLOGIA has increasingly been focusing its work in China, particularly in the Sichuan Province of Southern China (focal cities of Chengdu and Guizhou) as this area offers the largest variety of environmental topics, is an area where ECOLOGIA has strong NGO contacts, and is also an area that is very industry-intensive.  As you know from current events, China is emerging as a powerful global force and is the biggest new variable in economic and environmental issues.  As you also know from current events, China is often portrayed as the bad actor in many social and environmental realms – a portrayal that many are rightly challenging.  In this context, developing a position paper on the relevance of the newly developing CSR standard to China would be an important contribution to this international discussion.  Similar steps to those outlined in Problem Statement #1 can be followed, though much of your work would be based conducted via the web and e-mail.  A starting point for your business contacts could be the newly formed China Business Council on Sustainable Development.  ECOLOGIA can provide contacts and help with communication.
Problem Statement #3 – The Economics and Marketing of CSR
There are several areas where useful work could be done in the realms of economics and marketing of goods produced by socially and environmentally responsible companies.  Compelling economic results could offer strong incentives for businesses to adopt CSR standards.  Research areas include:
· Are consumers voting with their dollars?  Develop a survey for the local Middlebury community (or more regionally) that would address some of the following themes:  Are people making decisions about where to shop based on social or environmental standards?  Are people willing to pay more for an item produced in a socially and environmentally responsible way? What social and environmental criteria are most important to them?
· Are producers rewarded for producing goods in a socially and environmentally responsible way?  In reality, CSR won’t work if producers are not rewarded for their efforts.  Document several case studies that highlight the range in compensation for CSR goods (i.e. what percent of retail sale value is making it back to producer).  Conduct this research at both the local and international level.

· Lastly, would better marketing / branding of CSR goods result in higher returns to local, regional, and international producers?   ECOLOGIA recently came across an example of a Chinese shower-curtain factory producing a very high quality product in a socially and environmentally responsible way for IKEA.  The company in China makes only a marginal profit, while IKEA consumers remain  unaware of the high CSR standards of the company where the curtain is produced.  Would a consumer pay more if the shower curtain was branded / marketed in a way that would highlight its value (examples that come to mind are Fair Trade coffee and the College’s use of local wood)?  Develop a prototype experiment that would include designing new packaging for the shower curtain. Would Bed, Bath and Beyond in Burlington to sell / market the repackaged product?  Then gauge consumer reaction.  This would be an ambitious project for one semester, but could continue as a J-Term project.
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