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               Can a business operate sustainably without
               certification?

                       Sustainability-Conference in Nürnberg, 18.2.09, herwig Danzer 

1 Ecological interiors as a 20-year-old sustainability project: die-moebelmacher.de

About 20 years ago, my partner and I  -  my name is Herwig Danzer  -  founded “die Möbelmacher” (which simply means furniture-makers) as a carpentry company with an organic and ecological philosophy. 


 A company operating on organic principles that has always used only solid wood from the local region with transportation distances of no more than 100 km and only treats this wood using natural resin oils. A company that provides its customers with holistic advice and interiors. 
The entire interior furnishing, whether it is for a kitchen, living room, office, hotel, or bedroom, is designed together with the customer, made, fitted, and backed up with lifelong support. 

In 2008, our company employed four master craftsmen, five carpenters, four apprentices, three clerical staff and achieved sales worth about 1.2 million euros.

Over the next few minutes, I will demonstrate that companies can exist that do not comply with any standard, except for the high standard they set themselves, do not have any real certification, are not members of a certifying association, but still operate sustainably within the local region
. 

2 It takes work to build credibility 
2.1 Persuading by example
2.1.1 A difficult start in 1988

In 1988, it was not easy to send away our first customers because we refused to use pressboard and chemical varnishes, but this consistent approach was necessary to build our image as a genuine “solid wood only” carpenter’s shop.

2.1.2 New buildings built ecologically and regional circular flows

In 1997 (the year, incidentally, in which the GRI Global Reporting Initiative was founded), we built a hall with a workshop and salesroom on strictly ecological principles, and had the large storage area that is necessary to implement our idea of complete regional sourcing. Since that time, we have been able to guarantee that at least 95 % of the wood we use comes from the region; in practice, it has actually been more like 100%.

2.2 Finding allies
Our next task was to explain the value of regional sourcing to our customers because, at the time, there was still no awareness of the impact it would have on the quality of life of a region. What’s the use of being consistent if the customer does not regard it as an incentive to buy?

2.2.1 “Day of the Regions”

Thus, in 1998, the first Day of the Regions was held in cooperation with the Wengleinpark Conservation Center and various direct marketing companies who offered their products in our hall. The event had already attracted Slow Food, a regional theater, the Forestry Office, the Forest Owners’ Associations, and even an advertising agency specializing in regional circular economic flows. Despite the uninterrupted rain, 3000 people attended and our home village of Unterkrumbach experienced its first ever traffic jam. This event was the beginning of a whole series of Days of the Regions, which are now held simultaneously in different places throughout Germany.

2.2.2 Initiativkreis Holz aus der Frankenalb

With the wood specialists who attended the Day of the Regions, we then founded the Initiativkreis Holz aus der Frankenalb, an association to promote local sourcing of wood, which last year celebrated 10 years of working for local wood at a large event held in our hall. 

2.2.3 The regional cookery show 

Wood is an attractive material and foresters were the ones who invented the term “sustainability,” but the hearts and minds of “normal” people are more easily reached with good food and drink. To demonstrate the professional quality of our kitchens, we organized cookery shows, for example, for the Bayerische Rundfunk, for various trade fairs, and for the Bioerlebnistage, an event to promote organic products in Nuremberg. There, we show how Franconian chefs prepare food in a kitchen made by regional craftspeople from local wood with regional ingredients. A thoroughly regional affair that heightens awareness of regional circular economic flows, but is also intended to bring new custom to the chefs, the food producers, and, of course, to us at “die Möbelmacher.” 

2.3 Establishing suitable channels for self-presentation and discussion
2.3.1 The annual as an information calendar 

Public events are all very well but they do not convey enough information
. That is why our 5000 customers and visitors to events receive our annual once a year, which comes in the form of a calendar, and which a proven 25% of our customers actually hang on the wall. For the past 13 years, the annual has provided examples of interiors, usually as testimonials with photos and text
, but also with information about the objectives of “die Möbelmacher,” about successes and setbacks, about employees, allied initiatives and everything and anything that could be of interest to customers, suppliers, or stakeholders. 

No, it doesn’t meet the requirements of the Global Reporting Initiative, far from it, but a study by economics students specializing in environmental issues from Nuremberg came up with the result: Carry on with the calendar and do not attempt to produce a perfect sustainability report because, according to the study, even the best sustainability report from a village carpentry shop is unlikely to gain much of a readership. After all, our main objective is still to find customers; finding people who like our work is secondary.

2.3.2 Homepage and sustainability blog

Of course, we have been communicating our objectives in the Internet, too, since 1997. We included a special sustainability page from the outset. And we also wanted to improve dialog with stakeholders, which is why we have maintained a sustainability blog since March 2005. It is connected to the various topics of the website via an RSS feed. In the meantime, you can also read the 1000 articles by our employees, guest writers, and myself and above all comments on them, of which there have already been 800. The blog attracts between 150 and 500 visitors a day; the website, by comparison, draws a stable 400 unique visitors.

2.3.3 What furniture can communicate

Furniture can communicate, too: The way commercial buildings such as hotels, offices, and shops are furnished is very important. Hotel rooms made of solid wood with easy wheelchair access have a much longer service life and impart a different feeling. Office interiors of solid wood, like the one we made for Nürnbergmesse, have a role as examples to follow and are also used as testimonials in the annual. One development we have been hoping to see for many years is that you won’t be able to write a credible sustainability report on a plastic desk. Maybe the GRI can help out here.

2.4 Measuring results 
We check how our work is received by many different methods:

2.4.1 Awards
The simplest method is to enumerate prizes, which do at least reflect a certain perception of our work, for example, the sustainability prize of the city of Nuremberg or the appointment of “die Möbelmacher” as “Environment Ambassadors of Bavaria.” 

2.4.2 Anonymous customer surveys by external service providers

Along with a questionnaire sent yearly with the calendar, we requested the company “Forschungswerk” to call 300 customers and ask them about the calendar and the reasons why they decided to purchase from “die Möbelmacher.” Since then, the concept of our calendar and, in fact, our entire communications have been based on this information.

2.4.3 EFQM self-assessment according to the Nuremberg sustainability approach

Together with other EFQM assessors of the Sustainable Excellence Group, we succeeded in integrating various aspects of sustainability into the revised EFQM model of 2004 in Brussels. Together with the Lammsbräu brewery, the Schindlerhof hotel, and a department of Deutsche Telekom, we then conducted the world’s first EFQM self-assessment based on the Nuremberg sustainability approach. Even though no award was aimed at, this self-assessment has resulted in a structured continuous improvement process. 

3 What we would like to see at the sustainability fair: Simple ways for small but credible businesses 
I don’t know if the title of our session “simple way” is quite appropriate for credibility that is the result of two decades of work. At the time, and in fact even today, there was no certification for ecological and sustainable furniture, and it wasn’t even possible to buy any such product. We had to draw up our own criteria for our own work which meant looking at it from every possible angle
. At the same time, we had to create awareness of ecology and regional circular economic flows in customers and stakeholders before we could start to have economic success with the idea. 

As one of the organizers of this conference, and the only craft business among them, I would like to use the example of “die Möbelmacher” to convince you that, outside all the excitement about certification, there are a number of businesses that act responsibly and sustainably simply based on their own convictions. Some of them are pioneers who created the climate that encouraged, or dare I say, forced, the global players to think about sustainability. If the sustainability fair is ever held, it should also provide a platform for them. 

The search for a culture of sustainability must not be blind to businesses of this size
, because otherwise processes may be set in motion, such as European Union legislation, that could, for example, enable large meat producers to force small butchers out of business by their shear lobbying clout. 

For me, a self-declaration of sustainability criteria, coupled with verification by a jury, the public, and perhaps also sustainability bloggers, would be an attractive idea for an admission procedure for a sustainability fair. It is my wish that you should develop this idea further with us and accompany us on the way to the sustainability fair. 

Thank you for your attention, and don’t forget, the only proper sustainability reports are those written on solid wooden desks.

herwig Danzer

die-moebelmacher.de

Unterkrumbach 39

91241 Kirchensittenbach

09151-862 999

herwig.danzer@die-moebelmacher.de
www.die-moebelmacher.de
www.nachhaltigkeit.blogs.com
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