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Cultivating a sustainability culture in the SA dairy industry

Setting the context

1. Why do we need to cultivate a ‘sustainability culture’?

2. What exactly do we mean by ‘sustainability’?

3. What does an organisational ‘sustainability culture’ look like?



“In all affairs it is healthy now and then to hang a question mark on the 

things you have long taken for granted.”
Bertrand Russell



Great turning points in our civilization

1. Fire Roughly 700,000 years ago

2. Language Uncertain

3. Agriculture Roughly 10,000 years ago

4. Industrial revolution 200 years ago

5. ‘Sustainability’ revolution     The fifth great turning point?



Reaping the benefits of cheap energy

• Britain doubled her wealth in 100 years

• Germany (later) doubled her wealth in 80 years

• Japan doubled in 20 years

• China and India are starting to double in 10 years

(and they have 2.5 billion people!)



Visual adapted from a paper by Steffen, W., W. Broadgate, L. Deutsch, O. Gaffney and C. Ludwig (2015). The Trajectory of the Anthropocene: the Great Acceleration.





• Agriculture occupies nearly 40% of global land

• Food production responsible for:

• up to 30% of GHG emissions 

• and 70% of freshwater use

• Land conversion for food is the main driver of biodiversity loss





The dairy sector’s global GHG emissions 

increased 18 % from 2005-2015, driven 

by a 30% increase in milk production





EAT-Lancet Commission: Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food Systems 

The global food system is causing 

an ecological and health catastrophe



EAT-Lancet Commission: Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food Systems 



“The Western Cape stands to lose R357 billion in household 
spending from stunting and up to R590 billion from obesity to 
2040; this accounts for over 5% of GDP.”

FUTURESCAPE POLICY BRIEF: DOUBLE BURDEN OF MALNUTRITION FEBRUARY 2018 

The South African context: A need to rethink the food system 





Understanding sustainability: The challenge of definition

Understanding ‘sustainability’

▪ The term will always mean different things to different people 

▪ In many boardrooms is misunderstood as being an issues for “greenies”, marginalised as 

being about philanthropy, or standardised into compliance checklists

Literally, the term refers to the organisation’s capacity to endure, 

or its resilience into the future… 

Sustainability is about how we understand value.

It is about seeing value in a broader context – and appreciating the 

resources and relationships that impact on value creation.

A more sustainable company interrogates the way value is created and 

shared amongst its stakeholders, in the short, medium and longer term.



Understanding sustainability: Rethinking value

Economy

Environment

Society

Financial capital

Social 
capital

Natural capital

Manufactured capital

Human
capital

Intellectual
capital

All organizations depend on various resources and relationships to create value.

These resources and relationships can be conceived as different forms of “capital”. 
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Our business systems and valuation 

models are better tuned to tracking 

financial and manufactured capital than 

social, human and natural capital.

New thinking on business strategy and 

reporting is pushing companies to 

consider all capitals in decision-making.

Government is increasingly looking to 

internalise market failure.



Source: WHO Global Burden of Disease database; McKinsey Global Institute, AlphaBeta analysis– in Better Business Better World



Are we seeing the beginning of shifting dietary patterns?



The dairy industry response?



Leading purpose-driven companies cultivating a sustainability culture 

Common characteristics 

1. The purpose is authentic, and in each instance is driven 

from the top, with conviction

2. The purpose is supported by long-term science-based 

and context-based targets, aligned with the UN SDGs

3. Purpose-led companies recognise the competitive 

advantage in addressing societal challenges

4. Purpose-led companies cultivate a culture that inspires 

business innovation, that allows for experimentation, 

and that fosters shared learning and systems thinking

5. Purpose-led companies speak out on system 

weaknesses



“Unilever has been around for 100-plus years.  We want to be around for several 

hundred more years.

So if you buy into this long-term value model, which is equitable, which is shared, which is 

sustainable, then come and invest with us. 

If you don’t buy into this, I respect you as a human being, but don’t put your money in 

our company.”

Paul Polman

Unilever CEO (2009-2018)

Unilever’s Polman: Challenging short-termism



Incite is an international advisory and advocacy network based 

in South Africa and operating in emerging markets globally.

We help our clients become more competitive by optimising societal value.

Our network of partners works out of Cape Town, 

Beirut, Dar es Salaam, Geneva, Lagos and Melbourne 

Countries worked in


