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2007 Members’ Forum – Summary Report

The topic of discussion at Canadian Central’s Members’ Forum 2007 was environmental stewardship with an emphasis on the Canadian experience and how credit unions are responding to the issue.  The session was held in Calgary on August 1 as part of the World Credit Union Conference.

The overall purpose of the Members Forum was to:

· increase awareness and encourage discussion of this important global issue;

· provide opportunity to share credit union experience, information and approaches/strategies to environmental stewardship; and,

· position credit unions as leaders in developing innovative approaches to supporting environmental causes. 

The session included presentations by Gail Stepanik-Keber, Vice-President, Marketing, Servus Credit Union; Kimberley Ney, Senior Vice-President, Corporate Social Responsibility & Marketing, Alterna Savings Credit Union; Catherine Ludgate, Manager of Community Business Programs, Vancity; and Phylip Doughty, CEO of mecu Ltd., one of the largest credit unions in Australia.

Presentation Highlights

Stepanik-Keber said her research has shown that the values of credit unions are closely aligned with environmental values. She said her credit union has surveyed employees and their perception is that environmental issues have not been a priority. 

She said Servus has been involved in a number of ad hoc programs such as community clean ups, paper recycling, purchasing green power, reducing its use of Styrofoam cups,  and sponsoring a net zero-energy home. 

But these programs have not been part of a comprehensive effort or plan. That is going to change and Servus intends to develop a plan to integrate an environmental approach into its activities.

Stepanik-Keber suggested there are many benefits to taking this approach:

· It aligns with credit union values

· Enhances corporate reputation 

· Conserves energy, which reduces costs

· Engages employees

· Spurs innovation

· Creates alliances

It is important to engage employees and involve them in recycling and reducing energy use, she said. 

Among the climate change programs Servus is considering are more energy efficient buildings, organized recycling and reduced use of paper and a reduction in corporate travel. 

Kimberley Ney said that environmental sustainability has become one of the pillars of corporate social responsibility at her credit union, alongside financial literacy, community economic development, accountability and philanthropy.

Alterna is ensuring that each of the other pillars includes a green element. For example, its financial literacy program now includes an element of green education.  In 2008 it will issue its first accountability report on the issue. 

Alterna has developed a number of programs such as green loans to support members in their attempts to be more environmentally sustainable.  It is also supporting green projects in the community and through its commercial lending programs. 

Ney said Alterna is in the early stages of a four-year plan to become green. 

Catherine Ludgate said Vancity focuses on three priorities:

· Protecting the Environment by reducing its impact and promoting solutions to climate change

· Helping People Build Assets by improving access to financial services and affordable home ownership

· Strengthening Communities by strengthening non-profits, social enterprises and investing in targeted communities 

It has been a leader in reducing its own carbon dioxide emissions and former CEO Dave Mowat was the first corporate leader in Canada to be carbon neutral. 

Ludgate says Vancity is on target to meet its goal of being carbon neutral by 2010. It is investing in Canadian projects that will produce offsets that can be used to counter-balance carbon emissions that are produced. 

Vancity also has several active environmental programs, such as clean air auto loans, sponsors a bicycle network and has reduced corporate travel and encouraged alternative means of travel. 

Vancity has also established a website www.changeeverything.ca which is designed to create a space where residents can discuss ways to change their lives and their impact on the environment.  

Phylip Doughty reported that mecu Ltd. has differentiated itself from its competitors by making sustainability part of its brand and integrated sustainability principles into its financial products.  

It has brought together a community of people with shared values and found there is an affinity between co-operative and environmental values, he said. 

For mecu Ltd., sustainability is a business strategy, not a marketing strategy, Doughty said. Focusing on sustainability has driven growth in membership and helped cut costs. Mecu is aiming to be carbon neutral by 2009.

“The responsibility for implementing a sustainability strategy and operating in the mecu way is vested with all staff,” he said. 

The new strategy and the values in includes have been clearly and consistently communicated to staff and members.

“No one was left in any doubt about the way that business was to be done at mecu,” he said.  “You have to stand for something,” he advised. “If you don’t, nothing else you do matters.”

Consumers will favour companies that are eco-friendly and share their concern about the environment. 

“People want to be able to care and they will be searching for solutions,” Doughty said. “You should be part of the solution.”

During a question and answer period at the end of the session it was suggested that the Co-operative Principles should be amended to include the principle of caring for the environment and the community. 

Summary of Group Discussions

Following the presentations and the question & answer period, Members’ Forum participants discussed three questions related to environmental stewardship issues and commented on opportunities for credit unions and how their credit unions are responding.  

Three questions were discussed at the tables:

· How is your credit union responding to environmental issues?

· How could credit unions lead the way in environmental stewardship in your country?

· In what ways can credit unions show global leadership on climate change?

Question 1: How is your credit union responding to environmental issues?

The discussion at the tables showed a wide range of responses by credit unions, but many said they are just getting started and more needs to be done quickly.

One table said its credit union had “limited engagement. Very basic recycling program, but not part of a strategy. Some discussion with government on water management scheme.”

Another said it has started “a corporate social responsibility program” and is using green power and mandated double-sided printing to save paper. One participant said their credit union is doing a number of things -- teleconferencing to avoid travel. Paper reduction, eg. Electronic board packages, imaging of documents, turning off produced reports, internal and external; carpooling promoted, staff and directors; turning off electronic equipment overnight and other energy savings. 

Staff in one credit union have in initiated programs. It was suggested that Canadian Central or WOCCU should create an inventory of ideas on their website to encourage members and pass along ideas. 

One credit union said it has implemented video conferencing; stopped using bottled water; changed light bulbs; installed a geothermal furnace; recognized that it’s a reputational risk to not do anything; developed an expertise in funding windfarms; offered preferred parking for car pools and established environmental endowment.

“We have implemented a community membership program which encompasses environmental sustainability and corporate responsibility,” another said. “Both of these pillars have particular programs which are directed at the community. These programs include: financial literacy, environmental management systems, community foundation to make grants to the community, health and recreation.”

One group said it has a “full recycling program – paper/plastics/papershredding/ink cartridges/ cans/compost. We have been renovating and making our branches energy efficient, new low E windows, heat pumps and insulation. Electronic distribution of meeting materials to board, committee and staff.”

One credit union said it is part of the Atlantic Canada Sustainability Network. Involves all staff in assessment, base line analysis. Green products, fuel efficient cars. Internal policy on recycling everything, copying both sides. Partnering with other organizations to develop strategies of sustainability for communities. Environmental focused AGM.

Several tables said their credit unions have done little and have no formal policy on environmental issues. 

For example, one said: No strategy in place. Basic recycling. New branches will be green. Trying to move toward paperless, but not on top of the list. Moving toward creating strategy. Need to research to set goals and move forward a bit at a time. 

Another table said it’s credit union was in the early stage of integrating sustainability measures into fledgling CSR commitment, building employee engagement re recycling by providing volunteer champions and paid time to promote, educate etc. Trying to incorporate green features and energy savings into new and renovated buildings. Encouraging turning off lights, computer.

Several credit unions said they are saving paper by double-sided printing and using electronic documents for their boards and other meetings. Some are offering optional paper statements for their members. 

Participants from two Caribbean countries said: “We don’t have the same level of negative environmental issues. However, we are committed to conserving energy by using energy savings bulbs, turning off equipment when not in use, turning off lights and recycling paper.”

Question 2: How could credit unions lead the way in environmental stewardship in your country?
Several tables suggested that credit unions need to “borrow initiatives from successful credit unions and implement them.”  Some suggested there should be “a template, framework or plan that credit unions could use to formulate their own plans.”

One table suggested following the leaders such as Vancity and mecu Ltd.. Strategic issue for all CUs and a market differentiator. Should be incorporated into co-operative principles. 

Another suggestion was that credit unions advertise and let people know you are environmentally friendly. Promote the fact. Be the spokesperson for the community. 

One table suggested credit unions should “support centrals in addressing issues. Build awareness, educate, educate, educate. Listen to suggestions from members.”
Another group suggested, since we are member/democracy oriented we can engage people and pass on their concerns to governments. We can get member/public discussions happening. We have the ability to engage in member/public education. 

Several groups suggested the system can help by co-operating. Each community of credit unions should get together to form a committee and come up with great ideas. By sharing our ideas as we did today – can provincial and national centrals co-ordinate this. Be proactive in financing green initiatives. One said: “Engage our employees and members to make a difference.  Work to set national standards and goals. Offer/ facilitate information exchanges.”

One group said credit unions should enerate discussions on environmental issues with our staff and members, but cautioned that there are environmental groups and agencies already leading the way on awareness and legislative changes. 

One table suggested we help members to think through what will increase their well-being and happiness. It may not always be more consumption/spending with the resulting impact on the environment. Educate members and staff about ways they can reduce the impact on the environment and help finance facilitating equipment. Share success stories by credit unions amongst ourselves so that we can communicate this to our members. 

One table said sustainability “has to be part of the culture. Core DNA. Become a value proposition.” It went on to say the issue must move from being a soft issue to being a hard economic issue. 

Another group suggested, “We could better link environmental sustainability and financial results to ensure we are doing we can to reduce emissions.”

Several tables suggested credit unions need to lead by example and offer green loans for cars and alternative energy sources for homes and energy saving renovations and take internal action to ensure they are as green as possible.

This can be accomplished by taking a fully integrated approach to sustainability which includes: financial performance, environmental sustainability, community investment which incorporates health and sustainability.

Question 3: In what ways can credit unions show global leadership on climate change?

Several tables suggested that the Co-operative Principles should be amended to include environmental sustainability.

Others suggested  WOCCU might take the lead role in developing a set of climate change best practices, working to promote climate sustainability in less developed countries and participating in UN forums relating to sustainability of financing.  

One group suggested WOCCU should attempt to influence government and provincial centrals should spread the message throughout the system and share best practices. 

Two groups focused on consumption with one suggesting credit unions should promote legislative changes that encourage less consumption. 

One table recommended that Canadian Central evolve its annual Community Economic Development award into a CSR award profiling best sustainability practices. 

Several groups suggested a need to go beyond the organization and include communities in your environmental management system. One said we can align the values with the issues of humanity that will give exposure to the environmental issues. 

Several tables recommended that credit unions take bold steps and lead by example to become community leaders. 

One recommended that CUSOURCE Knowledge Network should offer environmental sustainability training. 

One group said credit unions need to enhance and continue to work at making changes together as a group and individually. Speak with a collective voice to find solutions that slow climate change while improving the lives of the most vulnerable.
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