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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this paper is to offer an exploratory review of the approaches to sustainability within the UK’s 
waste management industry. The paper begins with brief outlines of the waste management industry in the 
UK and the growing interest in corporate sustainability. This is followed by a review of the most recent 
sustainability reports published by the leading waste management companies operating within the UK and 
the paper concludes by offering some reflections on current approaches to sustainability within the industry. 
More critically the authors suggest that the selected companies’ commitments to sustainability are couched 
within existing business models centred on continuing growth and consumption and that current policies 
might be viewed as little more than genuflections to sustainability. The paper provides an accessible 
commentary on current approaches to sustainability in the waste management industry within the UK and 
as such it will interest professionals working in the industry as well as academics and students interested in 
management and business studies, resource management and sustainability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability has become an increasingly important priority for the waste management industry within the UK.  
Alan Whitehead, Co-Chair of the Associate Parliamentary Sustainable Resources Group, for example, claimed that 
‘the time when the waste industry was just about that –waste – is long gone. Now it is all about sustainable resources and developing 
the necessary means to capture and put to good use as much as possible of the waste stream’ (Associate Parliamentary Sustainable 
Resource Group 2012, p. 16). The ‘key aim’ of the ‘The Waste Management Plan for England’ (Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2013.p.1), ‘is to set out our work towards a zero waste economy as part of the transition 
to a sustainable economy.’ Under the banner ‘Delivering Sustainable Growth’ the Environmental Services Association 
(2016, p. 1) has looked to demonstrate how the UK’s waste management industry ‘benefits, people, the environment and 
the economy.’  

However the concept of sustainability is contested and ‘means different things to different people’ (Aras and Crowther 
2008, p.436). On the one hand there are definitions essentially based in and around ecological principles and 
secondly there are definitions which look to embrace social and economic development as well as environmental 
goals, and which also look to embrace equity in meeting human needs. More critically Hudson (2005, p. 241) 
argued that definitions range from ‘pallid blue green to dark deep green.’ The former Hudson (2005, p. 241) suggested 
centre on ‘technological fixes within current relations of production, essentially trading off economic against environmental objectives, 
with the market as the prime resource allocation mechanism’ while for the latter ‘prioritizing the preservation of nature is pre-
eminent.’ In a similar vein a distinction is often made between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ sustainability and Roper (2012, 
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p.72) suggested that ‘weak sustainability prioritizes economic development, while strong sustainability subordinates economies to the 
natural environment and society, acknowledging ecological limits to growth.’  

At the same time it is important to recognise that a number of critics see the growing business interest in 
sustainability as little more than a thinly veiled and cynical ploy, popularly described as ‘green wash’, designed  to 
attract socially and environmentally conscious consumers while sweeping pressing environmental and social 
concerns under the carpet.  So seen, corporate commitments to sustainability might be characterised by what 
Hamilton (2009, p. 573-574) described as ‘shifting consciousness’ towards ‘what is best described as green consumerism.’ This 
he sees as ‘an approach that threatens to entrench the very attitudes and behaviours that are antithetical to sustainability’ and argues 
that ‘green consumerism has failed to induce significant inroads into the unsustainable nature of consumption and production.’ Further, 
some critics (e.g. Hamilton, 2009), and recent issues, for example in the motor vehicle industry, would suggest that 
corporate approaches to sustainability and sustainability reporting amount to little more than so called greenwash, 
which effectively provides opportunities for companies to promote their environmental credentials whist pursuing 
profit maximisation goals. Perhaps more radically Kahn (2010, p. 43) argued that ‘green consumerism’ is ‘an opportunity 
for corporations to turn the very crisis that they generate through their accumulation of capital via the exploitation of nature into myriad 
streams of emergent profit and investment revenue.’  

With these thoughts in mind, the aim of this paper is to offer an exploratory review of the approaches to 
sustainability within the UK’s waste management industry. The waste management industry is essentially a service 
industry. While research has been undertaken on approaches to sustainability in a number of elements within the 
service sector, for example, on retailing (Weise et al., 2012) and the hospitality industry (Jones et al. 2016), similar 
work on the waste management industry is more limited though some work has been published on waste 
management in the construction industry (Ortiz-Rodriguez et al., 2009). The paper begins with brief outlines of 
the waste management industry and the growing interest in sustainability reporting. This is followed by a review 
of the most recent sustainability reports and published by the leading waste management companies operating 
within the UK and the paper concludes by offering some reflections on current approaches to sustainability within 
the industry. 

WASTE MANAGEMENT IN THE UK  

The UK generates over 200 million tonnes of waste each year and this waste includes large volumes of mineral 
waste, soils, dredging spoils and households waste as well as smaller volumes of metallic, plastic, paper and 
packaging, glass and wood wastes. Households account for some 14% of the total waste generated, the 
construction demolition and excavation sector accounts for some 60%, commercial and industrial sources for 
some 14% with other sources accounting for the remainder (GOV.UK 2016). Within the UK, waste management 
includes a number of elements including the collection of both municipal and commercial and industrial waste, 
various forms of treatment of these wastes, recycling, generation of energy from waste and waste disposal. In 2014 
some 44% of all waste generated in the UK was recycled and 23% sent to land fill sites while the corresponding 
figures for energy recovery, incineration, backfilling and land treatment and release into water bodies were 1%, 
4%, 10% and 18% respectively (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2017). Traditionally, landfill, 
the deposit of waste onto or into land, was the most common method of waste management within the UK. 
However the introduction of a number of European Union and UK Government directives have seen an 
increasing decline in this method of waste management. The European Union Waste Framework Directive, for 
example, introduced in 2008, set out five steps (the so called ‘waste hierarchy’) for dealing with waste, ranked 
according to environmental impact, around waste prevention, preparation for reuse, recycling, energy generation 
identified landfill as the last resort. This Directive, along with UK programmes of privatisation, contracting out 
and deregulation introduced from the 1970’s onwards, have created new landscape for the waste management 
industry and have encouraged the emergence and growth of what is new waste management market.  

The waste management industry in the UK, which covers the collection, treatment and disposal of waste has 
an annual turnover of some £9 billion, with a Gross Added Value of £6.4 billion and embraces some 3,000 
companies employing 70,000 people (Gov.UK 2014). The waste collection sector of the waste management sector 
is fragmented, particularly in the commercial and industrial sector, but the treatment, recycling and recovery sector 
is much more concentrated, so much so that Apex Insight (2013) estimated that the top five companies accounted 
for 45% of the market. That said the leading players within the waste management industry exhibit considerable 
diversity. Three of the top five companies within the industry, namely Veolia Environmental Services, Suez 
Environment and FCC Environmental are in foreign ownership. Veolia Environmental Services, the leading player 
in the UK, for example, is a French multinational company with operations in 48 countries and its activities include 
water distribution, energy supply and construction as well as waste management. 

 By way of contrast Biffa group, the second largest player, is a privately owned British company founded in 
1912. The company’s operations now cover virtually all the UK, it provides collection, recycling, treatment, 
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disposal and energy generation services, collects domestic waste from 2.4 million households and has 75,000 
business customer and 7,000 employees. The Pennon Group, a British based company, focuses on water supply, 
waste water treatment and energy regeneration and waste management and its activities are concentrated in the 
South and North West of England and in Central Scotland. SRCL describes itself as ‘the UK’s leading health care waste 
specialist’ while DCC describes itself as ‘an international sales, marketing, distribution and business services support group’ and 
its four divisions focus on the sales, marketing and distribution of oil and gas; the provision of healthcare products 
and services; the sales, marketing and distribution of technology products; and the provision of a range of waste 
management and recycling services.  

CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING  

The concept of sustainability is not new. Du Pisani (2006, p. 83), for example, demonstrated ‘how the idea of 
sustainability evolved through the centuries as a counter to notions of progress’ and concluded ‘fears that present and future generations 
might not be able to maintain their living standards stimulated a mode of thinking that would inform discourses which prepared the 
way for the emergence and global adoption of sustainable development’ (Du Pisani, 2006, p. 87). The concept re-appeared in 
the environmental literature in the 1970’s and since then the term sustainability has become increasingly seen as 
offering potential solutions to a wide range of challenges and problems from the global to the local scale, across 
seemingly almost all walks of life. Barr (2008, p.xi), for example, claimed that ‘one of the most pressing and complex 
question of the early twentieth-first century’ is ‘how to promote the behavioural shifts necessary for creating the sustainable society.’ 
Diesendorf (2000, p. 21) has argued that ‘sustainability’ can be seen as ‘the goal or endpoint of a process called sustainable 
development.’ The most widely used definition of sustainable development is ‘development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987, p. 43). 

As investors, consumers, governments, interests groups and the media have become more acutely aware of the 
environmental, social and economic impacts of business activities, so corporate sustainability initiatives have 
assumed ever increasing importance.  KPMG (2012, webpage), for example, suggested that ‘the evidence that 
sustainability is becoming a core consideration for successful businesses around the world grows stronger every day.’ While there is 
broad agreement that corporate sustainability is concerned with environmental, social and economic issues, there 
is little consensus in defining the term and, as with sustainability, a number of meanings can be identified. There 
are definitions which seem to emphasise business continuity. Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, p. 13), for example, 
defined corporate sustainability as ‘meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect shareholders……. without compromising its 
ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well.’ There are also definitions that look to include environmental and 
social goals and to formally incorporate these goals into corporate strategy. van Marrewijk and Werre (2002, p. 
107), for example, argued that ‘corporate sustainability refers to a company’s activities – voluntary by definition – demonstrating 
the inclusion of social and environmental concerns.’  In some ways Amini and Bienstock (2014, p.13) combined both 
approaches and argued that corporate sustainability ‘embraces the idea that an organization, in order to remain fundamentally 
sustainable in the long term, must consider all of the contexts in which it is embedded: economic, social and environmental.’ 

More generally corporate sustainability is also increasingly seen to be linked to the more recently developed 
concept of the creation of shared value. This concept has been ‘defined as policies and practices that enhance the 
competitiveness of a company, while simultaneously addressing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it 
operates’(Porter and Kramer, 2011, p. 78). Essentially Porter and Kramer (2011) suggested that the purpose of the 
corporation had to be redefined as creating economic values in a way that also creates value for society by 
addressing its challenges and needs, and the concept has been adopted by a small, but growing, group of large 
companies. Nestle (2017, webpage), for example, claimed that ‘looking to the future creating shared value remains a 
fundamental guiding principle of how we do business’ and that ‘our positive impact on society focuses on enabling healthier and happier 
lives for individuals and families, on helping the development of thriving and resilient communities and, finally, on stewarding the 
planet’s natural resources for future generations’ 

The growing interest in, and commitment to, corporate sustainability has seen the emergence of sustainability 
reporting across a wide range of companies and organisations. In essence sustainability reporting is a general term 
used to describe how a company, or an organisation, publicly reports on its environmental, social and economic 
impacts and performance. For the Global Reporting Initiative (2011, webpage) ‘sustainability reporting is the practice of 
measuring, disclosing, and being accountable to internal and external stakeholders for organizational performance towards the goal of 
sustainable development.’ van Wensen et al. (2011, p. 14) argued that ‘sustainability reporting is the provision of environmental, 
social and governance information within documents such as annual reports and sustainability reports.’ 

A number of private companies and voluntary organisations offer sustainability reporting services and 
frameworks but the United Nations Environment Programme (2013, p. 21), argued that the Global Reporting 
Initiative ‘has become the leading global framework for sustainability reporting. ’ Within the current Global Reporting 
Initiative (G4) guidelines materiality and external assurance are seen to be of central importance. Materiality is 
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concerned with who is involved in identifying the environmental, social and economic issues that matter most to 
a company and its stakeholders and how this process is undertaken. External assurance is a procedure employed 
to provide confidence in both the accuracy and the reliability of the reporting process.  External providers offer 
two levels of assurance namely ‘reasonable’ (high but not absolute) and ‘limited’ (moderate) and the higher the 
level of assurance the more rigorous the assurance process. More generally the increasing focus on materiality and 
external assurance reflect calls for greater transparency within sustainability reporting. 

FRAME OF REFERENCE AND METHOD OF ENQUIRY  

In an attempt to obtain an exploratory review of how the UK waste management industry is approaching 
sustainability the authors selected the top ten waste management companies operating in the UK namely, Veolia 
Environmental Services; Biffa Group; Pennon Group; Suez Environment; FCC Environment; DS Smith 
Recycling; Shanks Group; DCC; SRCL and Tradebe, as identified by the Chartered institute of Waste Management 
(2015). As the leading players within the UK’s waste management industry the selected companies might be seen 
to reflect contemporary approaches to sustainability within the sector and to be keen to publicise their sustainability 
initiatives to a wide audience. Companies have employed a range of methods to report on their sustainability 
commitments and achievements but publication on corporate websites has become the most popular and the most 
accessible reporting mechanism (Morhardt, 2009). This led the authors to conduct a digital Internet search for 
information, using the key phrase ‘sustainability report’ and the name of each of the selected waste management 
companies. This search was undertaken in August 2017, employing Google as the search engine, and the most 
recent reports for each of the selected companies obtained from this search process provided the empirical 
information for this paper. While some of the selected companies operate on an international scale, as noted earlier, 
and reported on a many of their achievements in a range of counties in their sustainability reports, the authors 
looked to use examples drawn from the UK for the empirical material in the paper.  

The authors took the decision to tease out the key themes and narratives by a close inspection of the 
sustainability reports on the selected companies’ corporate web sites.  The specific examples and selected 
quotations drawn from the leading waste management companies’ corporate websites cited below are used for 
illustrative rather than comparative purposes, with the focus being on conducting an exploratory examination of 
the current sustainability issues being addressed by the leading companies within the waste management industry 
rather than on providing a systematic analysis and comparative evaluation of sustainability policies and 
achievements of those companies. Unless specifically cited all quotations are drawn from the selected companies’ 
sustainability reports. The paper is based on information that is in the public domain and the authors took the 
considered view that they did not need to contact the selected companies to obtain formal permission prior to 
conducting their research. When outlining the issues of reliability and validity in relation to information drawn 
from the Internet, Saunders et al. (2009) emphasised the importance of the authority and reputation of the source 
and the citation of a specific contact individual who can be approached for additional information. In reviewing 
the sustainability reports the authors felt that the two conditions were met.  

FINDINGS 

Four of sets of findings emerged from the review of the sustainability reports relating to the nature of the 
reporting process; the environmental, social and economic issues reported as part of the companies’ sustainability 
strategies; the issues of materiality and external assurance; and a number of interlinked themes underlying the 
companies’ commitments to sustainability. Firstly, the findings revealed marked variations in the nature and style 
of the corporate sustainability reporting process amongst the top ten waste management companies operating 
within the UK. Six of the selected companies namely, Biffa Group, FCC Environment, D S Smith Recycling, 
Shanks Group, SRCL and Tradebe had posted dedicated sustainability or corporate social responsibility reports, 
three of the companies namely, Veolia Environmental Services, Pennon Group and Suez Environmental and 
posted a combined annual and sustainability report, while the remaining company, DCC, included a short 
sustainability report within its annual reports. The reports varied considerably in length and in the depth and detail 
of their coverage. Each of the waste management companies operating in the UK reported on their sustainability 
strategies and agendas and on their achievements against those agendas in their own individual ways. There was 
little or no uniformity in the character, layout or length of the sustainability reports posted by the selected 
companies. Some of the selected companies provided detailed structured narratives and supporting data while 
others offered a lighter and less detailed commentary. Some of the selected companies reinforced their narratives 
with selected single year or time series data, often across three years, and/or graphical representations of such data. 
The selected companies illustrated the narrative in their sustainability reports with cameo ‘case studies’ and with 
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short quotations from senior company executives as well as with diagrams and photographic images. Only two of 
the selected companies, namely Suez Environment and DS Smith claimed that its report had been prepared with 
reference to the Global Reporting Initiative (G4) framework. Only Suez Environmental provided detailed time 
series data on the standard environmental, social and economic indicators specified in this framework, as well as 
on more general range of environmental and social performance indicators.  

Secondly the majority of the top ten waste management companies operating in the UK emphasised their 
corporate concern for, and commitment to, sustainability. FCC Environmental, for example, reported ‘our vision is 
to be the environmental company of choice, delivering change for a sustainable future’, while the Shanks Group stressed that 
‘sustainability is at the heart of everything we do.’ Suez Environment reported ‘our ambition is to become the leader in sustainable 
resource management’ and in his forward to the Biffa Group’s corporate social responsibility report Ian Wakelin, the 
company’s Chief Executive, emphasised that ‘our position in the waste and resources chain means that we are integral to the 
supply of sustainable solutions for our customers and therefore corporate social responsibility is at the heart of everything we do.’ D.S. 
Smith emphasised ‘we value sustainability as it is the cornerstone of our overall business strategy’ and stressed its ‘continuing 
commitment to conducting business in a responsible and sustainable manner’ while SRCL claimed ‘sustainability has always been 
a focus and priority for our business.’ 

Such strategic commitments were illustrated across a range of environmental, social and economic agendas. A 
number of interlinked environmental issues were addressed by the top ten waste management companies operating 
in the UK including waste management processes and recycling, climate change and carbon dioxide emissions, 
energy efficiency, water management, land restoration and the promotion of biodiversity and ecosystem services. 
Tradebe, for example, reported on its environmental waste performance and in focusing on chemical waste, for 
example, emphasised that ‘in the first instance we always look to recycle waste chemicals’ and reported that recycled chemicals 
were either returned to the original user or repackaged for resale. The company specifically reported that in 2016 
its plants in Sunderland, Knottingley, Heysham and Rye received 100, 000 tonnes of waste chemicals for 
processing, and that 64% was recycled to high quality chemicals, 20% was sent for processing into secondary liquid 
fuel and the remainder, largely non-hazardous waste water,  was sent to third party effluent treatment plants. In a 
similar vein Shanks Group outlined its activities in converting waste products into recyclables, green energy and 
recovered fuel and on its employment of a range of technologies for sorting, treating and processing waste and 
reported that in 2016, 84% of the 8.4 million tonnes of waste handled at the company’s sites was recovered and 
recycled. 

The issues of climate change and energy efficiency were addressed, albeit in different measure, in all selected 
companies’ sustainability reports. Under the banner headline ‘Ongoing Mobilization for Climate Change’, Suez 
Environmental, for example, reported delivering ‘solutions that help to fight climate change’ which the company described 
as ‘the main challenge facing mankind at the start of the 21st century’ and ‘on including carbon price in its investment decisions, to 
encourage investment in clean energy and to promote an increasingly carbon-free economic and environmental model.’ Veolia outlined 
its focus on three priorities designed to help implement the Paris Climate Agreement namely promoting the circular 
economy more widely to avoid fossil fuel use, capturing and recovering methane and lobbying for the introduction 
of a robust and stable carbon price to enable low carbon solutions to be rolled out. On the issue of carbon pricing, 
for example, the company reported that it had set an internal price for carbon which was being used as one of the 
assessment criteria for all projects and as one element taken into consideration when choosing between different 
investment opportunities. DCC reported on its compliance with the nationally determined requirements of the 
European Union Energy Efficiency Directive Article 8 in all its business operations and that this was achieved 
through a range of measures including the completion of detailed energy efficiency audits at the company’s larger 
processing facilities and of its fleet of vehicles. While DCC provided summary data that showed that its carbon 
intensity (as measured by carbon dioxide emissions per unit of revenue) had fallen by some 10% between 2011 
and 2016, its total carbon emissions had increased by 2.5% over the same time period. Under the headline ‘driving 
fuel Efficiencies’ FCC Environment reported on looking to reduce the volume of diesel fuel used by its fleet of 
vehicles by some 10% using fuel intelligence technology. 

Water management is also seen as an important issue by some of the selected companies. Suez Environmental, 
for example, reported on joining the Business Alliance for Water and Climate Change, which looks to encourage 
businesses to measure and reduce their impact on water  and argued that ‘the resilience of water resources is also at the 
heart of the fight against climate change.’ At a more local level Biffa Group reported undertaking a number of site surveys 
in an attempt to assure the efficiency of its water usage. These surveys revealed some 11,000 litres of leakage and 
Biffa Group reported that its remedial work on these problems would reduce the company’s water usage and 
environmental impact. Pennon Group stressed its aim ‘to ensure the safe and efficient removal and disposal of wastewater’ 
and the company reported on continuing to implement a programme of wastewater treatment improvements and 
monitoring arrangements. D S Smith reported that the company used wastewater treatment systems to ensure that 
the effluent discharged from the company’s plants was purified, ecologically safe and met all regulatory 
requirements. While the volume of waste being sent to landfill has declined this method of waste disposal has 
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legacy implications. FCC Environment, for example, reported that during 2016 the company restored over 73 
hectares of land with a range of final end uses including woodland for nature conservation, parkland for public 
open space and wildflower meadows. More generally as part of its ‘contribution to the common good’ Suez Environment 
listed its commitment ‘to promote biodiversity and ecosystem services.’  

In reviewing the social dimensions of sustainability being addressed by the selected companies a number of 
themes can be identified including, the importance of employees, diversity, health and safety, and community 
relations. Pennon Group, for example, argued ‘our success comes from our talented people doing great things for our customers 
and each other.’ Under the headline ‘Our People’ Shanks Group claimed ‘investing in our people and their development helps 
us ensure that we grow our business for the future.’ In focusing on ‘equipping our people to manage change’, Shanks Group 
reported ‘building a culture where employees are encouraged to share best practices and use the ideas of others wherever this can 
accelerate business improvement.’ Further, in addressing diversity the Shanks Group argued ‘we benefit enormously from our 
diverse workforce. Our people come from different backgrounds and from a wide range of cultures , creating vibrant workforce where we 
can all learn from on another’ and the company reported ‘the importance of diversity, equality and non-discrimination is highlighted 
in our code of conduct’ and is underpinned by our values, guiding the respectful way we behave towards one another.’ 

FCC Environment emphasised ‘the health, safety and wellbeing of our colleagues is absolutely paramount and always will be’ 
and ‘the importance of keeping ourselves, our customers and our visitors safe while they are at work is central to our business values.’ 
More specifically FCC Environment reported on the introduction of a new three year (2017-2020) Health and 
Safety Plan and the continuing roll-out of its Behavioural Safety Programme, which looks to encourage managers 
and employees to improve their safety performance by identifying safety breaches caused by poor behaviour. In 
addressing wellbeing the company reported launching a monthly wellbeing bulletin and on its participation in the 
National Eye Care Week and its organisation of an Employee Health Week and a Mental Health Week. Community 
relationships and charitable donations also featured in the selected companies’ sustainability agendas. Tradebe, for 
example, argued that it ‘plays an active and positive role in the communities in which we operate’ and that ‘as a significant employer 
we provide jobs, prosperity and local investment and ensure that we actively contribute to our local areas, as well as acting as a responsible 
and conscientious neighbour.’ DCC reported on its support for charities and local communities, by direct financial 
contributions, by fundraising and by the provision of skills and training. Pennon Group reported that is employees 
are enthusiastic participants in company sponsored volunteering programmes embracing, for example, educational 
outreach, toy appeals for children in Manchester and Keep Britain Tidy’s BeachCare programme.  

Economic issues generally received limited explicit coverage in the sustainability reports posted by the top ten 
waste management companies operating within the UK but included employment creation, supplier relationships, 
local sourcing and creating value for stakeholders. Suez Environmental, for example, provided a cartographic 
illustration of its ‘socio economic footprint in Europe’, which included details of the total number of jobs supported by 
the company’s activities in nine European countries. In the UK, for example, the company had some 5, 500 
employees and claimed that it supported a further 4,000 jobs in its supply chain. Under the headline ‘Economic 
Profitability That Benefits All’ Suez Environment stressed its commitment ‘to further strengthen its commitment to local 
development and to regions in which it operates.’ Suez Environment further reported on its ‘purchasing and subcontracting 
policy that favours the local economic fabric, particularly small and medium sized businesses, partnerships with organisations working 
in the field of social and responsibly economy and the increased use of sources in the adapted and protected labour sectors.’ 

Thirdly only two of the selected companies, namely Suez Environmental and D S Smith provided information 
on the materiality analysis undertaken to reveal and prioritise environmental, social and economic issues according 
to their potential impact on the company’s activities and their importance to stakeholders. In the materiality 
assessment conducted by Suez Environmental, for example, 51 issues were assessed according to four sets of 
factors. Namely the press coverage they had received in the previous six months; their importance to a range of 
internal and external stakeholders; their negative or positive impact on the company’s financial results over the 
previous five years; and the degree of command of the operational processes implemented by the company to 
address the issues. D S Smith argued that the results of its materiality analysis ‘informs our approach to sustainability, 
enabling us to focus on the issues that are most important to our stakeholders, those which are likely to impact our business the most 
and those areas in which we can have the most influence.’  

Two of the selected companies, namely DCC and D S Smith reported commissioning independent external 
assurance of some of the environmental data in their sustainability reports, but in both cases this was limited, rather 
than reasonable, assurance as defined earlier. The external assurance for D S Smith undertaken by Bureau Veritas, 
for example, covered energy consumption, raw material usage, water consumption, waste and discharge to air and 
water and the assurers concluded  ‘there is no evidence to suggest that the data presented here is not a fair and accurate presentation 
of D S Smith’s performance.’ The external assurance of the environmental performance data reported by DCC, 
undertaken by KPMG, was devoted solely to carbon emissions. Suez Environment reported commissioning 
external assurance of a wide range of environmental performance indicators and of a range of social and 
community indicators. 
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Fourthly the leading waste management companies’ general and specific commitments to sustainability were 
often informed and underpinned by a number of interlinked themes namely, technological innovation, the creation 
of shared value, the circular business model and a commitment to continuing growth. The majority of the top ten 
waste management companies operating in the UK stressed the importance of innovation and new technologies 
in improving efficiency across the sustainability spectrum. Suez Environmental, for example, argued that ‘new 
solutions for resource protection or disruptive economic models often originate in start-ups or positive-impact enterprises’  and reported 
that it was working with a number of such small companies to ‘build an open innovation system’, for example, to recover 
organic waste and to prevent exposure to micro pollutants. At the same time Suez Environmental suggested that 
‘digital technology allows for dematerialized procedures, the structuring of short circuits and the smart management of facilities.’ Pennon 
Group claimed ‘from the technology and science we use through to the way we approach what we do-innovation drives us forward.’ 
At the company’s new waste water treatment facility in Plymouth, for example, the combined technologies of 
suspended ion exchange, inline coagulation and ceramic membrane filtration will be used for the first time in the 
UK. In a similar vein ‘driving innovation’ was described as a key element in Tradebe’s corporate strategy for its 
activities in the UK. More specifically Tradebe suggested that ‘industry faces a real challenge as the production of offensive 
waste increases and the available disposal routes decrease’ and argued that ‘it is vital that Tradebe remains at the forefront in the 
pursuit of alternative technologies to meet this increasing demand.’ 

 A number of the selected companies highlighted their commitment to creating value and here the focus was 
often on shared value. DCC for example, subtitled the short sustainability report within its annual report ‘Creating 
Sustainable Value for Our Stakeholders’ and argued that in looking to achieve this goal the company would ‘enhance our 
reputation with stakeholders and protect the value we create over the longer term.’ More specifically in addressing shared value, 
DCC cited the growth in the number of its employees, its graduate recruitment and development programme and 
its work with a social enterprise which connects businesses with surplus food to charities in the local community. 
Suez Environmental provided a graphic illustration of its ‘shared value’ which embraced human capital, 
environmental capital, financial capital, intellectual capital and social capital. The shared value of environmental 
capital, for example, was illustrated by 9.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions being avoided and 92% of 
the company’s wastewater being depolluted, that of financial capital by the 602 million Euros distributed to 
shareholders and that of intellectual capital by 1.4 million hours of employee training.  

A number of the selected companies reported on their commitment to the concept of the circular economy 
and to a circular business model. In reporting on it strategy to be ‘the world leader in sustainable resource management’, 
Suez Environmental, for example, reported that it was ‘fully committed to advancing the cause of the circular economy’ and 
suggested that the UK was ‘at the forefront of the circular economy’ and suggested that by transforming its activities and 
‘integrating them into a circular economic model’ the company is ‘driving optimisation of operational performance.’ Biffa Group 
claimed that ‘the journey to a more circular economy has been embraced by the waste management and resource sector’, argued that 
the company had ‘been instrumental in shaping circular economy thinking’ and reported that in its long standing relationship 
with Wyevale Garden Centres, Biffa Group was ‘changing behaviours and embedding circular economy principles into daily 
operations.’ Tradebe stressed its commitment to the circular economy and argued ‘we must reinforce at all levels the 
importance of recycling and reuse in order to optimise and maximise the value and utilisation of natural resources and raw materials in 
a transition into a more sustainable and circular economic model.’ 

With an eye to the future the sustainability reports posted by a number of the top ten waste management 
companies operating within the UK were couched within the idiom of continuing growth and business expansion. 
Veolia, for example, emphasised that its strategy ‘is based on the dual dynamic of growth and efficiency’ and reported that 
‘our focus on growth aims to amplify our organic expansion’ and that ‘our healthy reservoir of projects in the pipeline - along with 
contracts signed in 2016 but not yet fully reflected in our results - provide us with solid hope for year-on-year revenue growth.’ Tradebe 
reported that ‘generating increased organic growth’ was a key element in its corporate strategy and Shanks Group cited a 
number of examples of how its commitment to sustainability ‘helps us to grow our business for the future.’ Pennon Group 
reported that ‘looking ahead, our strong operational and financial performance shows we are delivering on our strategy and providing 
a firm foundation for future growth.’ 

DISCUSSION  

A number of sets of issues merit discussion and reflection. While the top ten waste management companies 
operating within the UK emphasised their commitment to sustainability, the terms sustainable development and 
sustainability, are rarely formally or explicitly defined within their sustainability reports. That said these reports 
include implicit definitions of sustainability which consistently emphasise business continuity rather than the 
preservation and enhancement of natural and social capital. Such definitions are primarily built around business 
efficiency and cost savings and are driven largely by business imperatives. Thus while many of the environmental 
agendas addressed by the selected companies are designed to reduce carbon dioxide emissions and to increase 
energy efficiency, for example, they also serve to reduce operating costs. In a similar vein the selected companies’ 
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commitments to their employees focusing for example, upon empowering employees and health and safety, help 
to promote stability, security, loyalty and efficiency amongst the workforce.  

Although the top ten waste management companies operating within the UK addressed a range of 
environmental, social and economic agendas in their sustainability reports there are issues about the selection of 
these agendas and about the independent assurance of the data provided to illustrate achievements against these 
agendas. With the two exceptions noted earlier, there was no reference as to how material issues were identified 
by the companies or to the role of a range of external stakeholders in the identification process. As such the 
sustainability reports posted by the majority of the selected waste management companies might be seen to 
represent the executive management’s approach to sustainability rather than the potentially wider sustainability 
agendas and concerns of the company’s stakeholders. At the same time the approach to the construction of 
materiality matrices employed by some of the leading companies within the waste management industry might be 
seen to suggest the corporate privileging of sustainability goals rather than environmental, social and economic 
concerns. McElroy (2011, webpage), for example, claimed that this approach ‘essentially cuts out consideration of what 
are arguably the most material issues’ namely ‘the broad social, economic and environmental impacts of an organisation regardless of 
how they relate to  a particular business plan or strategy.’ More generally this, in turn, could be seen to suggest that the 
selection and prioritisation of environmental, social issues and economic issues might be seen to reflect the use of 
sustainability reporting as a way of creating a positive reputation for the waste management companies and of 
gaining competitive advantage in the market place.   

The lack of independent external assurance of the data in the sustainability reports posted by the majority of 
the top ten waste management companies operating within the UK can also be seen to be problematic. This can 
be seen to reduce the credibility, integrity and reliability of the sustainability reporting process undertaken by the 
selected companies. That said the selected companies are large, complex and dynamic organisations and capturing 
and storing comprehensive information and data throughout the supply chain in a variety of geographical locations 
and then providing access to allow external assurance is a challenging and a potentially costly venture. Thus while 
data on a company’s carbon emissions may be systematically collected, collated and audited as part of the 
company’s environmental commitments, information on their impact on local communities and levels of staff 
satisfaction may be more difficult to measure, collate, interpret and assure. Currently, the majority of the top ten 
waste management companies operating within the UK choose not to publicly pursue such an exercise.  

The majority of the top ten waste management companies operating within the UK certainly see continuing 
innovation and technological development as vitally important in achieving more efficient resource use across the 
sustainability spectrum. More generally Clark and Dickson (2003, p. 8059) suggested that ‘the need for sustainable 
development initiatives to mobilize appropriate science and technology has long been recognized’ and advances in technology are 
often seen to provide the best way of promoting greater efficiency. However while Schor (2005, p. 310) recognised 
that ‘advocates of technological solutions argue that more intelligent design and technological innovation can dramatically reduce or even 
stop the depletion of ecological resources’, he argued that such approaches ‘fail to address increases in the scale of production and 
consumption, sometimes even arguing that such increases are not unsustainable if enough natural-capital-saving technical change occurs.’ 

Value creation has traditionally been seen as one of the major objectives of businesses, though in posing the 
question ‘for whom is value created’ Haksever et al. (2004, p. 291) drew attention to whether companies must create 
value for its shareholders or more generally for all stakeholders. In addressing value creation a number of the 
selected companies detailed benefits to both shareholders and stakeholders and such would seem to reflect the 
concept of shared value. That said Crane et al. (2014) identified a number of weaknesses and shortcomings in the 
creation of shared value model. More specifically Crane et al. (2014, p. 131) argued that the model ‘ignores the tensions 
between social and economic goals’, that it is ‘naïve about the challenges of business compliance’ and that it is ‘based on a shallow 
conception of the corporation’s role in society.’ In examining the first of these concerns, for example, Crane et al. (2014, p. 
136) suggested that ‘many corporate decisions related to social and environmental problems, however creative the decision-maker may 
be, do not present themselves as potential win-wins, but rather manifest themselves in terms of dilemmas.’ As such Crane et al. 
(2014, p. 136) suggested that such dilemmas are effectively ‘continuous struggles between corporations and their stakeholders 
over limited resources and recognition.’  

In theory the ideas underpinning the concept of the circular economy might seem straightforward, but in 
practice a number of operational challenges can be identified. Ritzen and Sandstrom (2017), for example, identified 
a number of attitudinal, financial, structural, and technological barriers to a transition to a more circular economy. 
A shift towards a circular model was also perceived to require far reaching changes within companies and such 
changes take both time and investment and where corporate financial systems are focused on rapid returns on 
investment and cost savings this currently does not encourage long term strategic change. There are also challenges 
in developing indicators or measures that might help to monitor how a product or a company is progressing 
towards the circular economy and at the same time corporate finance departments are still developing and refining 
tools to measure the financial costs and benefits of pursuing circular business models. It is also important to 
recognise that the transition to a circular economy will both drive and demand major changes in consumer 
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behaviour and consumption patterns. Such a transition may, for example, require dramatic changes in way in which 
consumers approach consumption and it seems likely to challenge the social value which consumers ascribe to 
many products and services.  

While the circular economy has a strong environmental focus much less attention has been paid to the social 
dimension. Murray et al. (2015, p. 22), for example, argued that the circular economy ‘is virtually silent on the social 
dimension, concentrating on the redesign of manufacturing and service systems to benefit the biosphere.’ A number of issues may be 
important here. While the transition to a circular economy will bring socio-economic benefits, for example in terms 
of the creation of new employment opportunities associated with the establishment of new waste management 
and recycling facilities, issues may arise in terms of the quality of such opportunities, the reward levels associated 
with them and the geographical distribution of such benefits at regional, national and international levels. More 
generally the impact of an increasingly important circular economy on social and intergenerational equity, seen to 
be fundamental to sustainable development, and to the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals launched 
in 2015, may prove a complex and testing set of issues. 

The sustainability reports posted by a number of the top ten waste management companies operating within 
the UK are couched within the idiom of continuing growth and there are debates about whether continuing 
economic growth is compatible with sustainability. On the one hand the dominant corporate argument is that 
continuing economic growth will inevitably be accompanied by the more efficient use of resources. This trend 
which is seen as either relative or absolute decoupling (relative decoupling refers to using fewer resources per unit 
of economic growth while absolute decoupling refers to a total reduction in the use of resources) underpins many 
conventional definitions of sustainability and the vast majority of current corporate sustainability strategies and 
programmes. Veolia, for example,  recognised that ‘natural resources are becoming increasingly scarce while the planet’s needs 
are growing’ but argued that the company ‘designs and implements solutions aimed at improving access to resources while at the 
same time protecting and renewing those same resources.’ More explicitly Suez Environmental argued that ‘the desire to separate 
growth from the consumption of natural resources is growing’ and that ’green and inclusive growth is possible.’ 

On the other hand some critics have suggested that continuing economic growth, dependent as it is, on the 
seemingly ever increasing depletion of the earth’s natural resources is fundamentally incompatible with 
sustainability.  Daly (2017, p. 85), for example, suggested that ‘there is an obvious physical conflict between the growth of the 
economy and the preservation of the physical environment’ while Higgins (2013, webpage) argued ‘the economic growth we know 
today is diametrically opposed to the sustainability of our planet.’ Decoupling is seen by some critics as an elusive goal and 
Conrad and Cassar (2014, p. 6370) suggested that ‘a substantial body of research has cast doubts on whether countries can 
truly grow their way out of environmental problems. Arguably more radically Jackson (2009, p. 57) concluded a discussion 
of what he described as ‘the myth of decoupling’ by arguing that ‘it is entirely fanciful to suppose that deep emission and resource 
cuts can be achieved without confronting the structure of market economies.’ In a similar radical vein, Valenzuela and Bohm 
(2017, p. 23) argued that while ‘the concept of sustainability was originally brought to light to stand against the growth doctrine of 
capitalism and the overconsumption of natural resources’, four decades later ‘the term sustainability has been captured by politic-
economic elites claiming that rapid economic growth can be achieved in a way that manages to remain responsible to environment and 
society.’ Equally critically Castro (2004) has questioned the very possibility of sustainable development under 
capitalism and argued that economic growth relies upon the continuing and inevitable exploitation of both natural 
and social capital. 

CONCLUSIONS  

All the top ten waste management companies operating within the UK publicly reported on their commitments 
to sustainability and on their achievements in meeting such commitments. A number argued that by integrating 
sustainability into their businesses, they are creating sustainable value, are better placed to provide long term growth 
and financial security for all stakeholders and to enhance their market position and reputation. However, the 
authors argue that the selected companies definitions of, and commitments to, sustainability can be interpreted as 
being driven as much by business imperatives as by any fundamental commitments to sustainability. Thus the 
accent currently appears to be on making efficiency gains across a wide range of economic, social and 
environmental issues rather than on maintaining the viability and integrity of natural ecosystems and on reducing 
demands on finite natural resources. As such the top ten waste management companies operating within the UK 
are, at best, pursuing a ‘weak’ rather than a ‘strong’ model of sustainability. More critically the authors suggest that 
the selected companies’ commitments to sustainability are couched within existing business models centred on 
continuing growth and consumption and that current policies might be viewed as little more than genuflections to 
sustainability. This echoes Roper’s (2012) belief that weak sustainability represents ‘a compromise that essentially requires 
very little change from dominant economic driven practices but effectively works to defuse opposition, increase legitimacy and allow 
business as usual.’ As such the sustainability reports published by the leading players within the waste management 
industry within the UK might be seen to be part of wider marketing and public relations strategies designed to 
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assuage government, consumers’ and pressure group concerns about the environmental and social impacts of their 
activities, to enhance the industry’s reputation with shareholders and policy makers and to further its commercial 
interests and agendas.      

At the same time, the nature of the reporting process adopted by the majority of the leading waste management 
companies operating within the UK might be seen to leave something to be desired, not least in the seeming 
reluctance to comply with global Reporting Initiative guidelines, to address the issue of materiality, to commission 
independent external assurance and to provide a range of environmental, social and economic performance 
indicators. Certainly the authors would argue that the sustainability reports published by some of the leading 
operators within the UK waste management industry compare less favourably with those produced elsewhere in 
the service industries (Jones et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2014). Looking to the future and in the face of growing media, 
investor, customer, pressure groups and government scrutiny, the top ten waste management companies operating 
in the UK may seek to further develop, and adopt, a more rigorous and transparent approach to their sustainability 
reporting. Here the leading players in the waste management industry within the UK may want to address how 
they can continue to reflect on corporate approaches to sustainability, on the development of such approaches 
over time and on how to bring greater value and transparency to the reporting process.  At the same time future 
academic research agendas might usefully build on the current paper by focusing on a number of avenues of 
enquiry. These might include, for example, detailed investigations of the ways the major players within the waste 
management industry are engaging with stakeholders to identify material issues, into how the waste management 
industry looks to manage sustainability issues throughout its supply chain and into whether greater transparency 
in the sustainability reporting process is reflected in corporate investment and profitability. 
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