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RB – Why is Deloitte interested in sustainability 
and why does it make sense for business 
in Northern Ireland to follow that path?

AN – We’re an organisation of 330,000 people 
globally so there’s an internal and external element 
to sustainability. We think about our use of offices, 
our approach to travel, our impact on supply chains 
and our power as a buyer. We also think of the 
people we work with and how we can educate 
them to make the right decisions. Externally, we 
have to prove our sustainability credentials when 
we pitch for work, but it goes further than that. 
It’s becoming a pillar of everything we advise on.

IK – We’re seeing it everywhere. The public sector 
has changed its procurement and tendering 
processes. The onus is on companies now not 
just to look at themselves but to look externally, 
at their suppliers, their customers and their 
competitors. It’s all about being ahead of the curve.

RB – The companies with us today are, by 
Northern Ireland standards, large companies. 
But are more companies across the board 
adopting sustainability practices?

AN – I think they are. This is no longer an 
option, it’s an imperative. The companies we’re 
about to hear from are at the forefront of this, 
and let’s hope that they can motivate other 
organisations to do more in this space.

IK – This was my first year of involvement in our 
Best Managed Companies Programme and a lot 
of the conversations were around sustainability. 
It’s fair to say that every single company was 
looking at ways of doing things differently. 

RB – How do we encourage more 
companies to follow the path?

AN – Part of the process is having conversations 
like this, hearing how sustainability can add value 
and that it’s not just a box ticking exercise. It can 
differentiate you from your competition and it 
can meet the needs of your wider stakeholders, 
whether that’s employees, customers or suppliers.

IK – If we look at ourselves, we have new 
graduates joining us every year and this is 
high up on their agenda. That makes it even 
more important that we embrace it.

RB – To set the scene, I’d like to ask each 
of you to tell us a bit about your company 
and where you are with sustainability.

RK – We’re nutritionists at our core 
and we work in the food supply chain. 
Our aim has always been the most 
effective utilisation of nutrients for 
food production. That’s the essence of a 
supply chain. Up until now, sustainability 
has been a good thing and a nice thing 
to do. It is now a necessity and, at 
Devenish, we live it and breathe it every 
day. When Deloitte audits in the future, 
it will audit on ESG (Environmental Social 
& Governance) and on the delivery of 
ESG commitments. That is a fundamental 
challenge but also a fundamental 
opportunity. If you’re not already there, 
you need to get on this journey now.

BM -  We are in a business that is itself 
sustainable. We use raw materials 
that are the best natural absorbers 
of Co2 known to mankind. In fact, we 
consume about a million tonnes of 
trees each year. People have said that 
we’re environmental terrorists. But 
we’re not because every tree used is 
re-grown. It’s a self-sustaining circle. 
We’re also a large provider of sustainable 
fuel and all of the electricity that we 
use in our manufacturing processes 
is entirely renewable too. We’re far 
from perfect but we’re trying to live, 

eat and drink the SDGs (Sustainable 
Development Goals) and also prepare 
this company for the decades to come. 

LT – We’ve understood for some time 
that our industry has a big part to play in 
this and that we need to bring our supply 
chain partners with us. We can’t get to 
net zero without them. We’re publishing 
a climate action strategy soon, and it’s a 
roadmap for how we’re going to get to 
net zero. Over the past five years, this has 
come into sharp focus for us and it’s at 
the core of what we’re doing every day.

PM – We’ve got about 270 people 
worldwide and look after around 1100 
clients. We’re a tech business, we 
don’t physically make anything so the 
sustainability challenge is quite different. 
We look at it from two perspectives. 
How we as a business can minimise our 
impact on the planet and how we can help 
our customers to minimise their impact 
when it comes to delivering training. 

RB – I’m going to focus on each of 
you in turn. Starting with you, Lianne. 
Tell us more about your role as Head 
of Environment at GRAHAM.

LT – I work right across the business 
on anything environmental – 
climate action, waste, biodiversity, 
environmental management systems 

and more. I work to ensure that our 
sites meet our guidelines and that 
they have a positive effect on the 
environment around them. We have to 
go beyond just meeting requirements. 
I’ve also been working hard on our 
climate action strategy and it’s not 
easy because all of the answers aren’t 
yet out there. But, while there are 
unknowns, it’s vital that we all do 
what we can in the here and now. 

RB – How has GRAHAM’s approach 
to sustainability developed and 
changed over recent years?

LT – We’ve recognised that we need to 
be a leader on this. The climate science is 

compelling and we’re seeing the evidence 
ourselves through extreme weather 
events which are now increasingly 
commonplace. So we’ve tried to create 
a culture where positive environmental 
impacts are prioritised. Since 2014, 
we’ve reduced our emissions by 30%, 
our waste intensity by 44% and our 
water consumption by 45%. We’ve done 
all that through a number of initiatives, 
helped along by enhanced training for 
our staff and investment in systems. 
We’re trying to put sustainability at 
the core of everything that we do. 

RB – But you are a big firm, is this 
reflected across the industry or is 
that a much bigger challenge?
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RK – It is a challenge, but we’ve changed 
how we work during the pandemic 
and thanks to companies like Paul’s 
we can effectively train all of our 
people online to the same standards. 
That makes a big difference. And 
the same goes for communications. 
We don’t need to fly long haul. 

RB – We’ve all come across the phrase 
‘circular economy’ and it’s become 
a bit of a buzzword. Brian, tell us 
about what that means for Balcas.

BM - I think we’re probably the epitome 
of circularity. Our forests are part of our 
environment but they also support rural 
employment and a vital industry. Trees 
grow, we process them, they provide the 
cleanest of all the construction products 
and the co-products - sawdust, wood 
chip and bark - are used to produce 
electricity for this factory. Left over from 
the electricity is heat, and that’s used in 
our wood pellet production. That fuel, 
in its own right, displaces 100 million 
litres of oil. In fact, I can safely claim that 
three supertankers of oil didn’t come 
to these islands because of this little 
company and its products. On a smaller 
scale, we’ve introduced a whole range 
of initiatives to help make us more 
sustainable - from banning plastic bottles 
to converting forklift fleet to bio-LPG 
and even planting a wildflower meadow. 
Richard is right, cost is a problem and it 
can be a blockage. Smaller companies 
focused on cost might well have to 
say no, and that’s clearly an issue.

RB – Are you always looking down 
the road for the next steps on 
the sustainability journey?

BM - First, we have to regain a bit of 
the momentum that we lost over the 
course of the pandemic. We want to 
tell the story of how the forests of this 
island can provide heat and power.  Heat 
pumps won’t work everywhere and our 
message is that good carbon solutions 
are available without going there. We’re 
also at the forefront of innovations like 
cross-laminated timber, a sustainable 
product that can displace steel and 
make buildings more environmentally 
friendly. It is storing Co2 and it is clean. 
Timber is one of the oldest construction 
materials known to man but we’re 
going to see a lot more uses for it. 

RB – I’d like to come back to Ian 
and Aisléan in the studio. What are 
your reflections on what you’ve 
heard? Are you encouraged?

AN – I think it is very positive. A lot of 
people have mentioned the education 
piece and it’s crucial that we keep 
focused on telling the story and 
educating as many people as we can. 
You’re a creator of content, Paul, is this 
something that’s in greater demand?

PM - Yes, and we’re working on a number 
of products for our customers to help 
them to get their message across on 
this. Demand might have been affected 
by the pandemic but it will come back. 
This is all about changing behaviour 
so education has to be in the mix. 
The challenge is to bring it from the 
interest stage to the action stage. 

IK - We’ve heard from four very different 
companies, but we’ve also heard 
about other companies that you’ve 
all brought into the mix. That cross-
fertilisation is really important. But I’m 
also really encouraged by the passion 
that comes through from all of you. 

RB – How important is the 
role of government? Should 
government be doing more?

BM - Government is key to making this 
happen. We’re all under pressure on costs, 
but government can encourage and drive 
the agenda through legislation, subsidies 
and other methods and it can also help 
lead the education effort. Anecdotally, we 
helped put wood pellet boilers into both 
Dail Eireann and Stormont, so we could 
have been accused of fuelling most the 
hot air produced on the island. But they 
both got cheaper gas…so they stopped 
using wood pellets. That aside, I think 
government is belatedly trying to lead. 

RK – Brian’s wood pellet boiler example 
shows where we get it wrong. The 
per unit cost of heat might have been 
cheaper, but what about the per unit cost 

of environmental damage down the line?
We have to get away from a singular 
focus on cost. Government intervention 
is required and decisive government 
leadership is required. We can learn 
lessons from the pandemic. Government 
intervention and decisive leadership made 
a difference, especially to businesses. 
There is no choice here. It’s about how 
we react and how quickly we react 
without allowing any further damage. 

LT – Government is key. There’s no doubt 
about it. They’ve set out targets, and 
that’s fine, but now they have to back that 
up with very specific courses of action. 
It’s about how we achieve those targets. 
This applies to all industries, all companies 
and to every person. But the points being 
made on cost are very valid. It can be 
difficult for us to persuade others to use 
sustainable options in instances where 
they cost more. It has to be made easier. 

RB – I’d like to ask of you one closing 
question. In terms of your own 
organisations, and the world we live 
in, where would you like us to be on 
sustainability in five years time?

LT – We’d like the industry to be a 
lot further down the road. If we’re 
going to build to net zero standards, 
we have to make other changes. A 
consistent measurement tool for 
whole life carbon has to be adopted 
across the construction industry. Low 
carbon alternatives to traditional 
construction materials can be hard 
to get so that has to change. 

BM - I’d like to develop our story even 
more. It isn’t always easy to get everyone 
on board yet it’s crucial that we get 
the general public with us, and that’s a 
challenge that government must lead on. 

RK – I’d love to be able to say that in 
Northern Ireland we embraced the 
opportunity. We learned from the 
pandemic, we saw what could be 
done and we applied that to become 
leaders in the sustainability field. 

PM - I’d like to double the size of our 
company but not grow our carbon 
footprint at all. And, from a wider society 
perspective, I’d like to be looking at an 
environment where sustainability is just 
part of the fabric of life and doing the 
right thing is encouraged and made easy. 

IK - There are lots of good ideas 
and good emotions out there. It’s 
the seismic shift to change habits 
which is absolutely fundamental. 
To see a wholesale shift in our way 
of thinking would be fantastic.

AN – For me, it has to stop being seen 
as an option but as an imperative. And 
everyone has to stop and think about 
their own lives and what differences 
they can make. If we all did that, it 
could make an enormous difference. 

LT – It’s recognised by the industry as 
a whole that we have both moral and 
legal duties. A lot of clients only want to 
engage with responsible and sustainable 
businesses, so that firms that are taking 
action can reap the benefits. In terms 
of tenders, we’re seeing more and more 
clients buying into this agenda. Look 
at how many local authorities have 
declared climate emergencies. Their 
requirements filter through to us as 
contractors, and procurement policies 
are setting the agenda for net zero. 

IK – Can I ask if you’re pushing 
this down to your suppliers?

LT – Yes, and that’s important. What 
we do ourselves is only part of the 
impact that we can make. We are 
mandating an increased percentage of 
our suppliers to set their own targets. 

RB – What about encouraging 
buy-in from employees?

LT – We’ve introduced a range of 
measures. 75% of our vehicles including 
company cars are either fully electric 
or plug-in hybrid. We have bike parking 
and showers at head office and we’ve 
pioneering carbon literacy training 
which we want to roll out across our 
whole workforce. It’s important that 
staff get training that is appropriate to 
their role in the company but it’s about 
making sure that they know what this all 
means and what they can actually do. 

RB – Paul, it’s easy to say that software 
probably doesn’t have much of a carbon 
footprint in that you don’t actually 
make anything. But that’s not true if 
you take in the wider tech sector.

PM – We probably do more damage 
than we’d want to admit. We started 
our own journey by driving efficiencies 
throughout the business, signing up 
with renewable energy suppliers and 
all the usual first steps. A lot of this is 
about keeping up momentum, so we 
have a team of activists and leaders 
within the business who make sure 
we don’t lose sight of what we’re 
supposed to be doing. We also make 
it fun. Everyone in Learning Pool can 
sign up, measure their own carbon 
score and then work to reduce it. It 
brings in a bit of competition, and 
that’s good. The Covid era hasn’t done 
any harm in that we’re not jumping on 
and off aeroplanes for the moment. 
We can’t say that we won’t ever fly 
again, but we’re not likely to get back 
to pre-pandemic levels for a while. 

Most of our staff continue to work at 
home but we’d like to aim for a hybrid 
working model when it’s possible. 
Working from home has been good 
in sustainability terms but it’s also 
opened up the talent pool for us. 

RB – Lianne talked about the 
correlation between environmental 
credentials and actual orders. Does 
that come into play for you?

PM – Not so much. But we’ve taken 
action in any case. The biggest factor 
in our supply chain is where we host 
our servers and where our technology 
actually lives. We’re on a path to get to 
carbon neutral by 2025 on that front. 

RB – A broader issue on technology 
is what we should do with our 
old hardware? How best can it 
be disposed of and recycled?

PM – The best advice at enterprise 
level is simply to move from servers to 
the cloud. By its architecture, it is much 
more environmentally advantageous. 
When it comes to kit that people 
interact with, recycling has come a 
long way and most companies now 
will have a recycling policy in place. 
Here at Learning Pool, we’ve securely 
recycled some of our kit into schools. 

RB – Richard, it’s obvious reading about 
Devenish that sustainability is very 
important to you. Does it really form 
an integral part of what you do now?

RK – Very much so. Our total focus is on 
delivering sustainable solutions. We’ve 
been through a transformation with the 
pandemic but this is even greater. But, 
as Ian has mentioned, we have to filter it 
down through the tiers. We’ve developed 
software, a digital twin, for farms to 
measure the nutrients coming in and 
going out. Our research shows that we 
can sequester large amounts of carbon 

and we can produce highly nutritious 
but highly sustainable feeds. We have a 
portfolio of new products that we know 
we can deliver. To give you an example, we 
have helped to lower the carbon footprint 
of pork by 17%. But that’s not enough. 
We know we can go further. Consumers 
are demanding authentic transparency in 
their supply chains. Not ‘we’d like to do it’ 
or ‘we think we should do it’ but ‘we are 
doing it’. There are targets set for 2030 
and 2050. They are ambitious and they’ll 
stretch us all but they’re very important.

RB – Do you see much higher levels 
of buy-in from other organisations?

RK – It would be nice to say yes, but 
not in real terms. I don’t think people 
are real enough about this, about the 
fundamental changes that are required.

RB – Can agriculture become a 
climate solution rather than a climate 
problem, as it is viewed by some?

RK – That would entail significant change 
and new collaborative networks. Making 
significant changes will have a cost impact 
and that has to be considered. So you 
can’t flick a switch, but you can say that 
we’re going on this journey together. 
That’s why authentic transparency in 
the supply chain is fundamental.

RB – You also have operations in the US, 
Mexico and Turkey. It must be a challenge 
to apply standards across the board.
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