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A Good Environment is Good for Business

As the CEO of America’s leading outdoor retailer, it is likely that environmental issues impact me more severely than your average person.  REI thrives when our planet is healthy, and suffers when our planet is sick.  Although REI continues to pull in healthy sales year after year, other businesses have not been so lucky.  I recently read a blog posted by Outside magazine that talks about the economic devastation caused by a warming planet, particularly in the snow sports industry.  It is estimated that in the “low snow years” since 1999, about 13,000 jobs have been lost and about 15 million people have foregone their yearly ski vacation.  With tourism to ski resorts adding over $12.2 billion to the U.S. economy each year, maintaining a healthy planet should not be an issue reserved for only for the most liberal thinking Americans.  The economic impact caused by global warming is only one of the examples of why we should be aware of how we treat our planet, since it affects us all in one way or another.  Everyone from the backcountry skier in Alaska to the Wall Street trader in New York City is impacted by how we care for our environment.  
The movement towards protecting our planet has made great progress from the early roots of John Muir and FDR sharing a fireside chat.  It has become a myriad of scientific statistics that are debated upon and used as political tools between the left and the right.  While some issues are harder to scientifically prove than others, it is hard to deny that the role humans’ play on our planet takes a great toll on the environment.  At REI, we do our best to encourage the active conservation of nature not only through direct education, but also through store operations and employee benefits.  We currently have a goal of becoming a climate neutral and zero waste to landfill organization by 2020.  The way we arrived at the decision to shrink our carbon footprint was by weighing what was good for our industry over what was immediately profitable for our company.  The outdoor industry cannot survive without a healthy planet, therefore, it is in REI’s best interests to do everything we can to conserve the planet.  As a result, we hope to inspire others to follow in our footsteps. 
While I think it is great that large organizations like REI can be an inspiration for environmental sustainability, personally I feel real inspiration starts on the individual level.  As part of REI’s new employee training program, it is required that participants volunteer at an environmental cleanup at a local public park.  These organized cleanups are held on a regular basis, and our research shows that most of our employees volunteer again after they are hired and often bring family, friends, and even customers to help with the effort.  There is no doubt in my mind that good will is contagious.  The culture of our employees reflects the culture of our customers; therefore, REI breeds a lifestyle rather than just a customer base.  It is this lifestyle that is good for our business, good for our planet, and good for our future.   
