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A joint ecoDa / Mazars Webinar

Following the release of A practical guide for boards and leadership teams on sustainability, the
latest joint publication between ecoDa and Mazars, a series of events have been developed
to focus on how to respond practically to ESG challenges, and seize opportunities.
Our first event in the series gathered European policy makers, experts and business leaders,
to discuss how the pressure for supply chains to become sustainable will affect SMEs both
now, and in the future.
It was clear that SMEs will face increasing pressure to address their ESG challenges and
report this in an authentic, transparent manner. Despite smaller businesses not falling
directly under the scope of reporting and sustainability related European legislation, they will
still be scrutinised over their response to sustainability. For example, as part of supply chains
or when looking for funding.

Initial thoughts from the panel
The speakers outlined the main challenge is that lawmakers are shaping sustainability from a
regulatory perspective rather than focusing on the benefits of taking on entrepreneurial
opportunities that lie in shaping sustainable strategies.
Taking as examples the French loi de vigilance and the newly enacted German law on due
diligence, there is a risk of these being seen as broad and extensive making legal certainty
and proper enforcement complex. This could result in a variety of claims against what
companies are doing, could do or are not doing.
To avoid making European companies risk averse and less competitive, the speakers
suggested promote a “stay and improve” approach at EU level.

This would accompany and assist companies, especially SMEs, in their efforts to tackle
sustainability challenges, and would avoid imposing obligations of results that might only
deter them from operating in certain markets. In addition, reporting requirements should be
proportionate and sector based, in order to avoid overburdening SMEs with the disclosure of
irrelevant and complex data.

Practical advice from business leaders
The second panel, including leaders from TITAN containers group, BASF and Unilever)
focused on practical advice and sharing experiences on how SMEs can play a significant role
in the sustainability transition.
The panel stressed the importance of a two-way dialogue and learning processes for
sustainability issues, which companies must develop with their suppliers. Indeed, large
companies at the top of the supply chain are often the ones with the resources, the
experience and the responsibility to cascade information, build capacity and embark their
suppliers on the sustainability journey (through codes of conduct, pledges etc). Companies
which do not have ESG issues at the top of their agenda will suffer from competitive
disadvantage.
While we enter “the era of super transparency”, aspirational statements from businesses on
their ESG impact are no longer enough. Companies are required to provide honest feedback
on their progress, failures, and follow up actions, to be credible and avoid accusations of
greenwashing. But these actions should not imply more reporting. On the contrary, in order
to lighten the burden on SMEs, mutual recognition of audited reporting should be
encouraged and widespread.

As a conclusion, the European Commission has clarified its upcoming Sustainable Corporate
Governance proposal, which is expected to deal with directors’ duties and due diligence
obligations. Building on existing international guidelines (UN Guiding Principles on Business
& Human Right and OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business), the
Commission aims to harmonize the European scene. The goal is to define and implement a
due diligence process in order to identify, prevent and mitigate potential and recognised
risks (violation of human rights, social rights as well as environmental risks) in their own
operations but also in their value chains.
It is recognised that SMEs would benefit from a proportionate and targeted approach, and
support from national authorities in the implementation phase.

We would like to thank everyone who attended, and look forward to seeing you at the next
event in our series, coming soon.

Speakers: Lucrezia Busa (Member of the Cabinet of Commissioner Reynders, DG JUST, European
Commission), Leena Linnainmaa (ecoDa's Chair), Pascal Durand-Barthez (Lawyer), Arne Franke
(President, BDA), Luc Hendrickx (Director, Entreprise Policy and External relations, SMEUnited), Rachel
Cowburn-Walden (Global Director Human Rights Stewardship, Unilever), Sevgyl Abdulovski (CFO, TITAN
Containers Group), Dr.Geoff Mackey (Corporate Affairs & Sustainability Director, BASF).

The recording of this webinar is available here.
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