
Joining the dots
UK manufacturing & sustainability: a changing relationship
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Manufacturing Management is proud to 
have partnered with leading energy and 
sustainability consultancy, Inenco, to produce 
its latest report into UK manufacturers’ 
attitudes to sustainability.

We gathered nine manufacturers, trade 
bodies and energy specialists around a digital 
roundtable to explore how sustainability 
and energy use have pushed further onto 
industry’s agenda in recent years, even with 
the pressures of the pandemic on business 
continuity.

This report is a continuation of previous 
research conducted with Inenco of MM’s 
database of industry professionals into 
energy consumption, published in both early 
2020 and early 2021.

It is hoped that the � ndings of this 
discussion will continue to enhance the 
debate around sustainability and force it 
further onto business agendas – something 
that will be vital as we approach the UN’s 
COP26 climate change summit, being held 
this November in Glasgow. 

Abstract
Sustainability has never been more important. Manufacturing, in particular, has more 
to do than most to clean up its act and move away from the ‘smoky stacks’ clichés 
of days gone by. This report aims to gauge industry attitudes to a greener future. 
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Chris Beck, editor, Manufacturing Management & panel chair



Panellists included senior sustainability 
managers at leading manufacturers 
across a range of sub-sectors and 
explored the journey the industry has 
taken over the past few years, and how 
boardroom attitudes to sustainability 
and Net Zero have changed within UK 
manufacturing, driven by government 
policy and increased customer pressure.

Highlighting this was the divisional 
manager of a leading automotive OEM, 

who explained how, two years ago, their 
factory applied for planning permission 
to build a new solar farm on site, only 
for the local council to turn it down. 
“Recently, we’ve had permission – 
driven by the local authority – to build 
ten new solar farms in and around our 
factory,” he explained. “There’s been 
a real mindset shift in just the past 
couple of years.”

Changing times 
For the manufacturing sector to meet ambitious emissions targets will take a 
fully joined-up approach. That was the main conclusion of an exclusive, high-level 
roundtable hosted by Manufacturing Management and energy consultancy, Inenco.
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“There has been a real 
mindset shift in just the 
past couple of years.”
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A Manufacturing Management/Inenco
survey, published in early 2021, 
found that 43% of senior leaders 
agreed that, despite the challenges 
of the pandemic, sustainability was 
more important now than it ever has 
been. Not one respondent said it had 
become less important. 

All of the panellists were in 
agreement that, for them, the 
sustainability agenda had become 
more prominent, with one, the global 
sustainability director of a major 
packaging manufacturer, saying that 
the growing momentum could be a 
force for real change.

“We live in a very exciting time, and 
there is a chance to fundamentally 
change the way we do business, if 
we maximise the potential now,” she 
said. “Sustainability has � nally got the 

Bl
ue

 P
la

ne
t S

tu
dio

 /
st

oc
k.

ad
ob

e.
co

m

attention it deserves – let’s make 
the most of it.”

Agreeing with this was Inenco’s 
head of new business, Duncan 
Edward, who said that he was seeing 
more and more engagement with 
clients coming from the very top of 
businesses. “C-suite is coming to us 
directly to talk about strategies and 
getting buy-in from staff,” he said.

However, warned his colleague, 
senior consultant David Oliver, we 
can’t let the good work of today � zzle 
out over the long-term. 

“Lots of companies are making 
targets to become Net Zero by 2050,” 
he said. “However, chances are the 
people making those statements 
will be retired by then, so there’s no 
comeback on them. Talk is cheap; 
actions are much more meaningful.”

A chance
to make a difference

“Sustainability 
has fi nally got 
the attention it 
deserves – let’s 
make the most 
of it.”
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A clear sign of this changing shift in 
attitudes has been in the language 
used by senior leaders when it comes 
to sustainability. Terms like the circular 
economy, Net Zero and renewables, 
largely unheard of in business circles 
a decade ago, have become 
increasingly common. 

Much of this change has come from 
large OEMs, explained the sustainability 
director of a leather manufacturer 
with customers across the automotive 
and aerospace sectors. He told the 
panel how their business is driven by 
their customers: “Our supply chain is 
determining the metrics and even the 
language we use around sustainability. 
The automotive industry has been 
looking at its environmental impact for 
years. We’re driven by their needs and 
work to their goals – always well before 
2050, often in the next decade. While 
we’re on this journey already, many 
other suppliers into the industry are not. 
These OEMs are requiring their supply 
chain to be signed up to international 
regulations and standards to ensure 

they’re all doing the right thing and are 
dropping suppliers who don’t live up to 
their expectations or are only paying lip 
service to the sustainability agenda.”

For others, the pressure goes the 
other way. One such company was a 
supplier of medical devices to the NHS. 
The company’s director told the panel 
how for them, sustainability means 
more than just how they manufacture 
the products, it’s what happens to them 
at the end of their life.

“We have been using 100% 
renewable energy for many years,” he 
said. “Our big challenge now is to do 
with materials. We are making medical 
devices out of plastic, so � nding 
alternative materials is key – how would 
that be appreciated by our customers 
in the NHS and how will they dispose of 
it. If it all goes in the same waste bin 
or to incineration, then it’s pointless. 
We are currently working on developing 
lifecycle assessments of our products 
and are lobbying the industry to get 
clearly de� ned standards and criteria to 
measure how sustainable a product is.”

Pressure from all directions   
“Our supply chain 
is determining 
the metrics and 
even the language 
we use around 
sustainability.”
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Many panellists were keen to stress 
the � nancial impact of ‘going green’. 
Many large-scale sustainability projects 
require signi� cant � nancial outlay, 
and that has a knock-on effect for 
customers.

“There is a signi� cant cost for us 
to make environmentally friendly 
vehicles,” said the automotive OEM. 
“The battery pack itself is a £6,000 
investment per vehicle and takes up 
the entire � oor of the car. Add to that 
the fact that the weight of the vehicle is 
going up because of the weight of the 
battery, so we’re having to look at new 
construction materials, like aluminium, 
to lower the weight of the car and you 
see why we have to charge a premium 
price for our electric vehicles.”

Others can’t afford to be so liberal 
with their prices.

“We can’t pass on the additional 
costs of renewables to our customers,” 
explained the leather manufacturer. “The 
automotive sector is one of the tightest-
costed ones out there, and contracts 
are agreed years in advance. Whatever 
we do, we are contracted to meeting 
a certain price. Making that worse is 
private investment into solar farms, wind 
turbines and the like. The payback is so 
long on that – you sometimes have to 
replace the kit before it’s paid for itself, 
which isn’t a very attractive proposition.”

The solution, said Inenco’s Oliver, may 
not be to look at energy generation, but 
instead to look at ways of cutting your 
energy use. “If you put solar panels 
on the roof, you’re looking at a 10-
year payback; if you do simple energy 
ef� ciency work, you can see payback in 
as little as six months,” he said.

“We can’t 
pass on the 
additional costs 
of renewables to 
our customers.”

The cost of doing 
     the right thing         
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With this autumn’s COP26 Summit in 
Glasgow looming large, now is the time 
for manufacturers to ramp up their 
sustainability efforts. Legislation is set 
to become increasingly stringent as the 
government works towards its 2050 Net 
Zero pledge.

Much of this will come in the form of 
carbon taxation as part of wider Climate 
Change Agreements (CCA), explained 
Oliver: “Under CCAs, if you self-generate 
electricity from solar (or wind) then 
you must report any of the generation 
you use on site as grid average carbon 
content.  This means that installing 
renewables on a manufacturing site 
does not reduce your carbon emissions 
from a CCA point of view. That’s 
something that needs to change. This 
rule was probably devised to avoid 
companies being double-subsidised by 
obtaining both the Feed-in tariffs for the 
renewables and carbon savings in the 
CCA. The next assessment of CCAs is in 
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2025, and as a sector there needs to be 
a push to say that if you have renewable 
generation on site, it should be classed 
as a carbon reduction. In the next few 
years, we’ll see a few major changes to 
the way carbon taxation works in the UK.

“In terms of � nancing, a major 
change has been that � ve years ago any 
manufacturer would look at the 10-year 
payback of solar and decide they need 
something quicker – around 18 months 
ideally – so the projects never took off. 
What we’re seeing now is manufacturers 
taking a longer-term view on this sort 
of thing; they’re happy to sign a 20-year 
contract for a private solar farm because 
they understand that it’s not like other 
investments they’ll make.

“The good news is that there are 
plenty of people out there willing to 
invest, and getting funding from banks 
isn’t a challenge, it’s about how it’s 
treated internally that can be a stretch.”

  

“Manufacturers 
are taking a 
longer-term view 
on sustainable 
investments.”



The urge to embrace environmental sustainability can be to reduce 
costs and maintain margins, to achieve regulatory compliance or 
in response to supply chain pressure. However, others see it as 

a route to creating a competitive advantage by building brand or 
reputational value. The particularly farsighted grasp the opportunity 
to protect their organisation by creating operational resilience in an 

increasingly resource-constrained world. 

Our focus is on shaping our collective future through practical 
services and expert advice that will improve sustainability 

outcomes for our people, clients, and the communities in which we 
all live and work. 

Speak to one of Inenco’s experts to find out how we can help your 
business with your environmental sustainability strategy and chart 

a path to net-zero carbon.

Turn sustainability into a competitive advantage. 
Call 01253 785294 or visit www.inenco.com

Manufacturing Management is the leading publication for the UK’s senior industrial leadership teams. With over  
70 years of heritage, we aspire to help our readers realise growth in their sites’ productivity, profit and safety through  
the content we provide. ©2021. All rights reserved.
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