


COCA·COLA

COKE SUSTAINS ITSELF
WITH GREEN CONSUMERS
Coca-Cola has invested In ambitious initiatives to make lts packaging
more sustainable. Will the payback be there?

Branded recycling
bins are a way

for Coca·Cola to
remind col\$llmelS
01 its sustaill8bill!)'

InltlatNes.

re Coca-Colas SUSlainahilily effons..

sustainable?
Sust3mabIiiry is more than a buzz­

word at Ih~ worlds large5t non-at­

cohol beverage company. The Coca­
Cola Co. has embarked on some of
the most ambitious, and capital-in­

tensive., initiatives lO promote packagmg s~lamabll­

ity of an}' major consumer goods corporation:
• Recycling goals matin~ 25% recycled content in

all boldes and 100% recovery of all packagmg by 2015.
• The world!. largcst boule-la-boule recycling plant

in Spartanburg, S.C, operated as a joint venture wilh a
recycling company. This facility will allow the recycling

of nearly 2 blllion 20-ounce plastiC bonks a year.

• The PlantBoule, 30% of which is made of a poly.
Iller derived from sugarcane. Introduced last year in
Denmark and in December in western Canada, the
1'1::lJlllJolllc I~ scheduled 10 roll OUI laler lhis year in
Ihe northwestern U.s., as well as elsewhere in the
world, for hOlh waler and carhonated heverages.

-,\ $400,000 granliasl year to Michigan State Uni­
versity, home 10 one of the natiol1's lOp packaging

"Iudy programs, to estabhsh a Center for Pacbging
mnov;allon and SustainabililY.

• A packaging collection program that pUIS bot­
tle-!>hapcd reC)dmg bIOS, ffil)!>l of them branded, in
public places. More than >,000 such bIOS have been
distribmcd so far

These efforn clearl) go beyond Mgreenwash.ing,M
the disparagmg term for POl) ing lip service to en­
vironmental concern!>. Coca-Cola has made big
promises on sustamabilny-and, especially with
the Spananhurg plant and the PlalllBoulc, commH­
lcd a lot of money to back them up.

MCokes been uround for over a hundred years; we
plan w be around for another hundrcd,~ says $colt Vil­
ters, Coca-Cola's 10;10001 dirC\:lOr of packaging sustain­
ability. MF,)f su~tainability, we're making inve~lmcn~,

whclher its the PlantBott1c or recycled-content tech­
nologies, that may have an incremental cost today, ai­
lhough we have worked very hard to have strategies on
bolh that are focused on cost parity or better."

CIo&ln, the loop
The rccydinK plant in Spananburg is arguably Coke's
most ambitious, high-profile sustainability effort to
date, Coca-Cola has invested about S60 million in the
plant, under the auspices of New United Resource Re­
covcry Corp" a joint venture of which it OW115 49%,
and WIll be the customer for 60% of the recycled poly­

ethylene tcrephthalate (PET) produced there. (for
details on the plant's operations, see ·Plant is. Coke's
PH proJcct~ on page 18.)

Closed-loop, boule-t.o-OOuJe recycling overcomes
onc of the biggest ohJections to package recycling as
an ('ll\'lronmental strate&>; ",hleh is. that most of the



Jttyded rt:SiD em only be UKd b remles or otbtt
non-p.d,.glng oppI_ That son of~
c10b nothing to IIddrt:s!;, one of the cunral concerm
about the use of plastic in bonks or 01Ita packaging:
its contribution 10 the ongoing use, and depletion, of
the world's permleum supply. But dOKd-loop recycling
is expensive, rMStly btl'aUse of the cOSts of purifying
recycled resin for bcveOljo;e-contacI applkations.

Cokes investmtnl in lbeSomh Carolina rt:cyding plant
is perlmps the IMSl obvious example of Coca-Cola using

its size 10 accomplish sustalOabilily goals th.u smaller
companies can'L A venture like the South Carohna plant

IS OUt of reach for all but the ,"ery bif&CSI pia)"('1'5.

-The simple f8(:t of ICoca-Cobsl sUe allow!> iI to do
lhingsoilier comJXU1ics couldn) 00.- 5a)~ Andrev. Omt,

\'1tt pre:sxient or matetials research. for \iatenal ConneX­
ion. a consulting fIrm spectahzmg in indusmal materials.

SUpply .nd demand

No maHer how big Coca-Cola is, however, il can) ig.
norc Ihc laws of the markelplace. The m()!>1 siKnifi.

cant one in plasticS is the price of oil, which drivl'S the
price of virgin resin.

~Thc advantage for recyclers. and ultimately for Coke,

has all 10 do \\ilh [the "nee or] oil,- Demsays- -[fsudden­
Iy pol}'tSCT goes up in pnce beeause oil ~ more expen­
:.i\e.lhen recycled pol)'e:.tcr becomes a \ iable !lOI.1~. ~

Viners agn~es: ~\\ hal is Ihe price of pt:lrochemi­

cals? That is probabl) Ihe biggest "ild card when we
mlk aboul the pnce of recycled content or we lalk
about Ihe PlanlBoule-

ReC)'ded PET (rPET) prices are subject to OIher
factors. ~Whal is the COSI of baled empty bottles?
ThaI cost often gets overlooked when we talk abOUl

this issue,," Viuer~ !>ilYS.
However, the investment in the South Carolina re­

cycling plan! gives the company potential advantages
no mailer what happens in the market for rPET. If
rPET prices plunge. the 25% recycled-content goal
becomes easier to altain, at least economically. If they
rise, Coke not only has a serure supply, but .....ilI share
in the profits as its panner in the joint vemure, L'nitcd
Resource Recover) Corp.• gets more mone), for the
rPET il sells on the open markeL

Coca-Colas current rate of recycled materi:tl usage III

the U.s. ranges from 1m, to 25%, Villers says. The dif­
ferences are largely rcgion.11: Bottk~ distributed on the
East Coast currently have hIgher recycled comell1. This

t..IbeIml fOf tile P1antBotUe
spell$ out Its enrwlronmental

beIlelits to consumers.

is due to regional variations in the price
ofrPET. It's more expensive on Ihe West
Coost because demand b higher, due to

the option of shippiug rPET in freighters
returning to Asia. (Chinas recent deci·
sion to allow impons of whole used PET

boltles, as opposed 10 rPET lbkc. prob­
ably ""U drh e up the pria' of rPET in the
West. at least III the shon tenn.)

Keepln, tt lou!

The regional variation in rPET l'Ontent 15

a good example or how Coca-Cob's bw;i­
ness model, combiningnati,mal presence ~



"The single most
important thing Coke
owns, their franchise,

is their bottle:'
-Bob Ullenfeld, editor,

Use Less Stuff newsletter

Who's the green target?

The Spananburg plant and lhe plantBotlle are exam­
ples of Coke putting real mone)' behllld sustalnability
initiall\'cs. But IS il all wonh It? Whom is Coca-Cola
targeting with these green initiatives? Is burmshing
the corporate image thi5 way going to sell morc prod­
uct, or at least mute lhe criticism lhat Coca-Cola gets
on enVIronmental grounds? And what obstacles ....ill
the company face in pursuil of Its green goals?

Joel Mako\\er. a consultant on corporate green issues
and executiye editor of Greenl3iz.com, S.l)'S Coca-Cola's
etl\'ironmemal initiativcs make good business sellSC.

-Coke is a global brand, and like a number of global
brands. Coke has taken a number of imtiatiycs that haye
pOI it in a leadership posilion,~ ~Iakowersays. "And like

the U.S. to coincide \\ IIh the Winter OlympICS and
scheduled to make its wa}" eastward.

The PlantBoule. used for both Dasani water and
carbonated hcYcmgcs, has 30''6 comenl from a renew­
able source: pol)'mer derived from sugarcane and mo­
lasses. Most of this material comes from BraZil, where
the manufacture of ethanol from sugar proctssing
wasle is highly dcYeioped.

The Pl;mtBottle has a Significant :ldvamage a5 bio­
based packaging goes: Ifs fully recyclable. Polylactic
acid (PU). the mosl common currenlly commercial­
ized blO-based material, could contammate and min
a batch of PET being recycled. But that:' not an Issue
with the Planll3oule.

··Coke is building the hlocks of PET in a different
way, using a different source· from lOLA. 53)·S Kale
Eagle, spokesperson for the :'\ational Associalion for
PET Container Resources (>JAPCOR). ·What they
cnd up with is a PET that is chemically equivalent 10

a petrochemical-based I'ET.~

The Plantl3011le is more expensive than all-peITO­
leum-<1crived PET bonles, Villers sars: ~We're tak­
ing the first step in this journcr The current supply
chain model with PlantBoltle lmaterialj has not been
optimized [to the extenl] that lhe 30-year-old virgin
PET chain is today. We are today paying a premium
in tenns of belllg able 10 produce PlantBonlc. but we
ha\'e a long-tenn objective to brmg that cost do....n.·

with 10rnl bottling. translates to packaging ISSUes. This
model keeps Coke from h.wing 10 transpon water long
distances; it works ~imilar1y for recycled plastic.

"We produce boules all oyer the country, so we
could ship lreqdedl material from the East Coast
o,·er to the West Coast, but obviously, from an en­
vironmental and economic standpoint, thafs not as
cfficient,~ Villers says.

This i.s why the goal of 25% rPET conlent is being
met first in the East and will gradually move West. It
also accounts for the revefSC dirtttion for the rollout
of another major Coca-Cola sustainabilu)' lIluiative:
the PlanlBoulc, Illuotluced into Western Canada and

"We are today paying a
premium in terms

of being able to
produce PlantBottle,

but we have a long·
term objective

to bring that cost down."
-Scott Vitters, global director of packaging wstalnability

»
P1antBottlll5 for

""""'" ...Oasanl are being
rolled out in

selected markets.
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a number of other g10hal hrands, the} didn' necessarily
come to this \\ iIIingly, hut once they began to embrace
an environmental ethic, lht..1' realized thaI there was a
wide rang.' of uncxplorcJ opportunilit.."s that were nOi
only good for the bnmJ, but good for the bottolll line,"

I}()b Messenger, editor of The Morning Cup food

and OCvenlRC indusII)' newsletter, is a self-proclaimed
skeptic about emironmental efforb bUI WTOte glow­
Illg1y about Coke's effons in his March II edmon: •Ag­

gressivelyJOlmn& the movcmem 10 help save Ihe pl;lnel
wltl give Coke worldwide kudos (and soda·swlggmg

lophy) hom lens of millions of people genuinely con­
cerned aboul the state of the planet they Ii- eon. ft

The emphasis on recycling makes sense when it's seen
a~ p;111 of Coca-Cola's concern for ;ts pnckagc. 10 a de­

gree perhnps unprecedented among consumcr goods
t'Ompanies. the Coke bottle is Coke's corporalC in14\ge.

·The single most important thing Coke owns, their
franchise, is their bollle.wsays Bob Ulienfc1d. a cOI\.<;ul­
tallt and edilOr of the Lse Less Stuff new~leller. "They
wi.1l do \\ halever they ha\c 10 do to hurnlsh Ihe rep­
utation of th:1I boule. A hundT/:d rears ago, it meant
pUlling that bullie in gb...s. Thirty years ago, it meam
pulting Ihal boule in PEl. If tomorrow it means pUl­
ling that holt Ie in a hiopol)'mer package. they will do
it, because their package represents the embodiment of
\\hal il is thl.-1' need people to perceive aboulthem.~

Trashing the Image
U dlC bottle IS Cm.e~ irna~, that Image took a he:umg
during the yeaTS thai Coke 1DO\'td from mun\olble glass
10 dISpOSable PU. The boule was <;Cen as lrnSh--lilerJU¥

-For many )'Car.>, when tile)' Clme out \~,[th plastic

oollies. that was a dent to its bmnd, tx'QIuse we St-'C lhose
plastic bonks everywhere,» Dent ·..ays. Because only :lbom
27% of PET lXlttll$ in the C.s. arc recyded, according to
\lAPCOR t1l:it means the rest ~are somewhere else-­
Iandfilled, out in the sm, on our ..idt..'walks...so it) an iden­
tifiable brand: Oem says. kPeople will see a [dlSC'Ardedl
Coke bottle somt..·where, and thatsa bad thing.~

1(5 especially bad when a negau\'e image like a
cmshed, din)" bollie is a.ssociatl-d with a huge corpo-

"For many years,
when they came out
with plastic bottles,
that was a dent to

its brand, because we
see those [discarded]

plastic bottles everywhere."
-Andrew Dent, vice president of research, Material ConneXion

"There is a certain
vocal part of activist

world, bolstered by
the Internet and the

blogosphere, that
are very quick to
make charges of greenwash."

-Joel Makowef, executNe editor, GreenBiz..com

ration tha!'s the leadcr in a major indu!>lr)' segmelll
This is due 10 whal Makowcr calls ~,he t)'rannr of
hmnd leadership, where companies like Coca·Cob,
McDonald's and Nike win alw<lYs he subject to higher
scrutiny than their lower-ranked compctitors."·

Corporate image efforL~, ror sustainahility or an)·
thlllg else, will always be mel \v1lh a certain amoum
of skepticism, especially by Zt'3IOlS-and the green
mo\'emenl has more than ilS share of those.

-There isa cenain \'0C31 pan ofa<:U\ISI work!. boIstcn.'tI
b)' the Intemet and the blogosphere, th:u are wI) quick
to m.lke charges of greenwash for any company tll.ll an·
nounces an ell\ ironmenlal initiathe that is seen a~ less
than perfccl," Makowcr say~, "Which i~ pretty much cv­

el)' corr~~.lr.lte environmemal initiativc, by vil1uc of the
facltll.ll companies \\illne\'t.."T be perfcct. ft

What complicatcs the picture is that when il comes
10 endronmental inlliath'es, the public oftcn talks a
beller game lhan it plays

.1\ lot of companies have rushed to putlhcir prod­

ucts In qUOIe-unquote 'environment.1lly friendly'
packaging, onl), to lind out Ihat con.ioumers really
don't care,w Lilienfeld says, "Or if they do care, it's sull
IltIon:] about price ,lnd value and lunclionality."·

\1tlkower echoes lhat view, daiming lhal consurn­
eTl> show ~a cenaill "mount of hypocrisy" on envi­
ronmental products. ~For lIIore than :W )'ears. markel
research polls have shown consumers saying over­
whelmingl}' thaI they want to bu) green products
from quote-unquote 'good companies:" he sa}.... WBut
they also say that thc)' don't lruSI companies when
comp..lnies make grecn claims."

Coc'a-Cola, however, must tx~ doing something nghl.
'1 he}' were named in both forbes and Fortune thL.. year
(among others) a5 one of the 10 most admired u.s. com­
p.1nics. with its emironmenlal initiauvt::> playing a big
role, Company officials are wnfidern that thl.-.;; kind of
t..unnection with consumers will de-..'e!op and spread,

kl dunk general t'OI\SUlncrs all' gelling increasmgly
interested in knowlIlg the cn\-ironmental perfonnanot
and conunitmelll as t..'Ompames,- Vitters sap;, klnSicad of
\ic\\ing lhat as a lhrc:lt or nsk, we're re'.Il1y e.xcited about

\it"\\ing thai as an opponunity for our business.w r....
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