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			Prologue

			The Confluence

			
			Stanislaus County, California

			The three rafts glide into the green waters of Meral’s Pool, gathering speed in the strong, silt-free flow of the lower Tuolumne, one of the most pristine and best protected river runs in the world. Cold enough to burn from Sierra snowmelt even in June, the Tuolumne River flows for the next eighteen miles through a green, steep-walled gorge. There are no roads in sight, no traffic noise, no wires, signs, or towers—just a few crumbling prospectors’ shacks, their gray boards sprung and gapped like bad teeth, and the rock and mortar remnants of a century-old mining trail planted in the bony incline by Chinese laborers.

			Bundled in the bright armor of wetsuits, helmets, and bulky orange life vests, the rafters brace themselves as the quiet of the pool gives way to the hissing, slapping roar of water striking thickets of boulders. The first set of rapids, Rock Garden, is a mere tenth of a mile from the put-in, a quick baptism for the passengers perched on the tubular sides of the inflatable rafts and leaning tentatively out over their paddles. The river guides bark commands—left, right, back, stop—and the paddlers struggle to react before the next directive is shouted out. Most have never run any sort of white water before, much less such a treacherous Level IV cascade. These rapids demand that every paddler in the boat act in concert or risk being tossed into the foam and rocks.

			One by one, the rafts enter Rock Garden, spray flying, gouts of water sluicing over the sides to soak the riders, who hoot and gasp and laugh like lunatics at the mixed sensations of speed, roller coaster dips, and chilly water. When the rafts pop into the clear and no thrown riders are seen bobbing in the water, the crews raise their paddles and make clattering high fives. Then the guides tell them to prepare for the next run, Nemesis, just a half mile off and coming up fast. By the time they reach it, nearly every paddle is beating through the water in an easy, matching rhythm.

			The guides will tell you there’s a kind of magic to this. Jib Ellison has built a career around it. The river guide turned corporate consultant turned sustainability guru uses the churning white water and the teamwork it fosters to make adversaries into unlikely allies. For this three-day event in the summer of 2009, he has drawn leaders of some of America’s most powerful and influential companies to the rafts or the follow-up conference in Berkeley: Nike, Sony, Barclays, Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Waste Management (the nation’s biggest garbage collector), and Dairy Management, Inc. (i.e., most of America’s milk cows). More than half of them had hired Ellison to help them go green. There’s also the Patagonia clothing company on board, small compared to the others but esteemed as a green business leader (“The Coolest Company on the Planet,” according to Fortune magazine). Then there’s the big draw, Ellison’s marquee client: Wal-Mart, the world’s largest corporation, mover of markets and monument to consumption, whose buying decisions can make or break businesses and shift the course of whole industries—a company so big that when it unplugs the lights inside its employee break room vending machines to lower carbon emissions, it saves $1.5 million in electricity a year. The leaders at Patagonia once swore they’d never do business with the Wal-Mart behemoth, but now here they are, on the river together, contemplating a partnership of a most unusual sort.

			Finally, there is a select group of environmentalists, academics, and activists on board whom the corporate executives would have studiously avoided in years past. But after they row together all day, then crack beers around the campfire that night, they are in a position to find more common ground than they imagined, which is a good thing, given the daunting purpose behind this trip. They have assembled to plot what could be the next industrial revolution—the one in which the pursuit of profit and the protection of planet stop being mutually exclusive and start being one and the same.

			This has been Jib Ellison’s mantra for years: businesses should brave such waters not simply because greening the factory or the supply chain is good for the image or because reducing waste, carbon emissions, and the use of toxic materials and fuels is the “right” thing to do. Rather, he says, businesses should strive to become sustainable because it will bolster their bottom lines. The most sustainable business, the cleanest, most energy-efficient, least wasteful company, will have the competitive advantage—not just in a distant, utopian future but now. And if you accept that proposition, the key question of our age is not if business will obey the laws of nature but when and how—and on whose terms. Will you innovate and lead? Or will you wait for the competition—or the courts or Congress—to compel you to follow someone else’s vision? As with so many other business imperatives, Ellison argues, the first movers will win. They will be in the best position to define what a sustainable business looks and acts like.

			This idea is enticing enough (or scary enough) to get some of the busiest corporate executives to disappear with a bunch of environmentalists on a river in northern California for three days. No assistants, no conference rooms, no BlackBerrys, no PowerPoint decks—just a wild river as backdrop and prod. They represent huge global brands with huge global footprints, billions of dollars in revenues, hundreds of millions of customers, countless tons of waste generated and fuel consumed. Here, for a few precious days, they will do what river guides do year-round as they chase the rafting season from hemisphere to hemisphere and expedition to expedition, living off the grid and in the moment—living the dream, the guides call it. Or, in this case, allowing themselves to dream of a new way of doing business.

			The companies represented here have all accepted, more or less, the proposition that there is a business case for sustainability—that making greener products, and even greening whole companies, can enhance opportunity and profit. This combination river trip and high-level meeting, which Ellison’s company, Blu Skye Sustainability Consulting, has dubbed the “Confluence,” is about what comes next. Can whole supply chains, whole industries, and whole business sectors become sustainable—not because of some onerous regulatory pressure but because it’s just better business? And can competitors figure out a way to cooperate, to share data and discoveries, in order to accomplish such a transformation?

			Driving these questions, to the surprise of many of those in the rafts, is one of the world’s most traditionally secretive, go-it-alone companies: Wal-Mart.

			Since 2005, Wal-Mart has become an object of fascination for business leaders trying to figure out exactly what sustainability means and for environmentalists who know what it is but can’t get anyone to listen. Wal-Mart of late has embraced sustainability in such a big and fundamental way that it has surprised its critics, its admirers, its partners, its investors, and its own leadership. Renewable energy, zero waste, support for climate legislation, reduced packaging, and partnerships with environmental groups—these are the sorts of things Wal-Mart has been focusing on. Wal-Mart’s CEO has declared that becoming greener is now a core business proposition for the company and, by extension, for its 100,000 suppliers. He got started in this direction for one reason: Jib Ellison persuaded him to do it.

			This is why the rafts are full, the rowers drawn not so much by Ellison’s big idea as by the fact that the senior vice president of sustainability for all of Wal-Mart’s global operations is here, with advance word on the company’s next big green announcement. His fellow rafters want to talk to him, plot with him, get tips and hints from him. It doesn’t hurt that Matt Kistler is the biggest person in the rafts by far, a good six feet, six inches, broad-shouldered, impossible to miss. He’s no eco-warrior—he’s an MBA, a product guy, formerly of General Mills, Oscar Meyer, and Kraft Foods. Yet there he is talking about world population closing in on nine billion people in the next four decades, of nations with virtually no consumer culture a few years ago now witnessing the evolution of burgeoning, big-spending middle classes. There is a rapidly accelerating worldwide demand for the same energy-intensive, carbon-spewing creature comforts Americans have so long enjoyed, and it cannot be sustained, Kistler says, not in its current form. The world simply lacks the raw materials, energy, fuel, water, and breathable air to stay the course of business as usual. Wal-Mart, as much as any company, unthinkingly set this scenario into motion decades ago with its outsourced, low-price, buy-more imperative. Now it sees the consumer tsunami cresting through the vantage point of its rapidly expanding stores in China, India, Brazil, and a dozen other countries—a grim truth most industry leaders don’t want to talk about or think about, much less plan for and act on. Growing foreign markets are among the few economic bright spots for megacompanies such as Wal-Mart. But here on the Tuolumne River, a Wal-Mart senior vice president is delivering the environmentalists’ most dire lines: Business as we know it cannot be sustained. Something has to change. Somehow consumption must become more sustainable, or we all lose.

			Wal-Mart’s upcoming announcement, Kistler suggests, is aimed squarely at this realization, a project the company has dubbed “The Index.” Wal-Mart’s startling goal is to measure the sustainability of itself, its suppliers, and the products that the chain store sells, all half million of them—their carbon footprint, their water use, the working conditions in suppliers’ factories, the products’ health effects, toxic substances, energy use, waste, and what happens to them once they are used up and thrown away. The Index will initially be used inside the business to inform buying decisions about suppliers, raw materials, and products to stock. But the ultimate goal is to put this information into customers’ hands.

			This task is Herculean even for the world’s biggest company. Wal-Mart needs help—not only to create The Index but to figure out exactly what standards should be used and what measurements should be made. Other businesses, even competitors, are being invited to join the effort, so that The Index might become an independent and ubiquitous standard rather than a Wal-Mart thing. The rafters are getting a preview—and a chance to take part, to influence what could be the biggest driver of environmental good in a generation: transparency.

			Wal-Mart is proposing to go public with product information that has always been kept secret or that hasn’t existed at all. Few really know where the stuff inside their toothpaste tubes or frying pans or hard drives comes from or how they are made—at least until some sort of contamination or sweatshop scandal erupts, long after the harm to the public and the bottom line is done. So many things on the shelf and in the home are black holes, from what happens to the plastic tops on your shampoo bottles (nothing—most are nonrecyclable) to the key ingredients in leading brands of perfume, mentioned only as trade-secret “fragrance” on labels (but containing hormone disrupters, allergens, asthma triggers, and chemicals linked to headaches, infertility, and cancer). Because finding this out requires extensive investigation, few people notice the lack of truly useful information about products filling their homes. And this blindness is not just on the consumer end of business. Not even the companies that make these things like to trace the origins of the parts and chemicals and raw materials they use—they fear the information and just how bad it would reveal so many products and companies to be. And when they do have it, they hide it.

			The Index is Wal-Mart’s attempt to fill in at least some of those blanks, to provide a kind of origin story for products, revealing where all the stuff we buy, sell, burn, and eat comes from, how it is made, what goes into it, what it does to our air, water, climate, and soil, as well as to our diets, children, bodies, workers, and quality of life, and finally where it ends up. The nature of commerce and the workings of markets would be radically altered by such an index, for it would make the true but hidden cost of things visible. Transparency would become a market force.

			Almost every member of the group assembled by Blu Skye for the Confluence trip has been working on a piece of this transparency puzzle: Tensie Whelan of the Rainforest Alliance has been documenting sustainable tree harvests and illegal logging. Green architect William McDonough, who designed a 10-acre “living roof” for Ford’s Rouge River assembly plant, created (with chemist Michael Braungart) new ways to examine the safety or toxicity of common chemical ingredients and materials. Berkeley professor Dara O’Rourke has launched a young but promising Web-based “GoodGuide” rating of products. Nike and Patagonia have led the fashion industry by setting the standard on organic fabrics, recyclable products, and nontoxic, sustainable dyes. Wal-Mart has already tried out the origins story concept by tracing jewelry (no one sells more) from mine shaft to monocle and putting the results, good and bad, on its Web site and labeling.

			What would happen, the rafters ask one another, if such transparency existed for everything Americans buy and sell? All things being equal—price, quality, availability—wouldn’t consumers choose the good and green over the dirty and unhealthful every time, the $9.99 T-shirt made without sweatshops, toxins, or excessive carbon emissions over the $9.99 shirt that’s an unknown quantity or worse? Wouldn’t people buy the shampoo made without chemicals linked to cancer in children instead of shampoo containing carcinogens? What if the cost of being dirty, made visible by The Index, were borne by those who make and sell and consume such products? Wouldn’t making and selling green, sustainable products become the most profitable business model there could be?

			Informing this discussion, though unspoken, lies a more sobering question: Could even the forward-thinking companies afford such risk—the risk of committing to transparency, then failing to measure up?

			“Imagine you’re sitting around this campfire with your grandchildren twenty years from now,” Ellison suggests to his fellow rafters. “They want to know what you did about these questions and what you did to make the world—their world—better. What will you be able to tell them? What will you be most proud of?”

			The next day, in small, intense huddles during lunch, on riverside hiking trails, and in the rafts during the quiet stretches between rapids, the conversations continue between the men and women on the river, between the CEO of Walmart.com and the creator of the GoodGuide, between the vice president from Nike and her counterpart at Patagonia, between Wal-Mart’s sustainability head and the Rainforest Alliance. And soon the deal making begins. There is talk of partnerships, of collaboration, of new standards, of sharing data once kept secret, of a coalition of apparel makers led by little Patagonia and giant Wal-Mart. The ideas taking shape on this river trip are not so much about the greening of their individual products or companies as about transforming whole industries.

			Shooting the rapids of the Tuolumne River, this group begins to see itself as a catalyst for a second Industrial Revolution—a generational opportunity to mend our ways and our planet. And as odd and counterintuitive as it seems, Wal-Mart, the big box, the big evil, so long in the crosshairs of environmentalists, is urging them on.

			The idea of a green Wal-Mart would have been inconceivable a few years ago. Laughable. Yet now the likes of Jeffrey Hollender, a cofounder of the green home products company Seventh Generation, for years a vocal Wal-Mart critic, is saying, “Wal-Mart has become a legitimate sustainability leader ... Wal-Mart’s enormous size and influence holds the potential to create the tipping point the corporate responsibility movement has been waiting for.”

			Can a company such as Wal-Mart really be green? Or are the two mutually exclusive? Or is the reality somewhere in between, a journey rather than a destination—a way to buy the world more time by putting profit and planet onto the same ledger, and proving that the two can be aligned rather than in opposition?

			Make no mistake: Wal-Mart’s commitment to sustainability is not grounded in philanthropy or activism or conscience. It is based on a belief that sustainability can be good for the business, good for competitiveness, good for the bottom line. It’s one thing for a small company to go green, to make a line of earth-friendly clothing or laundry soap, and to carve out a small market for its premium products. Fortune 500 leaders can dismiss such businesses as niche players and write off sustainability as a risky, do-gooder constraint their huge scale and slim margins cannot support. But it’s another thing entirely when Wal-Mart embraces the business case for green. Other companies follow Wal-Mart’s lead. They can’t afford not to—partners, suppliers, and competitors alike. That’s why this project launched by one CEO and his river guide is bigger than Wal-Mart and why Hollender senses in it a tipping point: First it drove other companies, and then whole industries, to sign up. Now even Wall Street is rethinking the way corporations are valued, examining ways in which sustainability can increase the worth of a company or a stock—or its absence can drive that value down. That, in turn, expands the range of sustainability projects in which investment generates a return—so that green is slowly becoming something that even the most miserly, profit-driven companies can embrace.

			All this is happening because one of the most unsustainable businesses on the planet, with its sprawling supercenter stores and goods shipped from halfway around the world, decided to go green. Its size and dominance, so often linked to negatives—the death of local businesses, declines in wages, declines in quality, the outsourcing of U.S. industry—is now also being used to drive sustainability and environmental protection. The stakes could not be higher or more worthy: survival of nature, survival of business, survival of a standard of living far more precarious than most Americans will admit.

			For Wal-Mart, there is another, less obvious impetus, something the company is quietly, anxiously focused upon: history. No leading retailer has ever maintained its dominance beyond a single generation. None. Wal-Mart’s leaders believe their best hope to break this pattern and cheat history is to embrace that which the next generation of customers cares about most: clean air, clean energy, the environment, nature.

			Sustainability and empire have become inextricably linked in an unexpected and unprecedented way. Love it or hate it, Wal-Mart, compelled by its own business needs, is trying to become a force of nature.

		

	


		
			
				PART I

				
				The Nudge

				History teaches us that
						men and nations behave wisely once they have exhausted all other
						alternatives.

				—ABBA
						EBAN1

			

		

	
	
		
			Chapter One

			Exposure

			Bentonville, Arkansas

			Spring 2004

			The biggest company in the world had a problem.

			The problem wasn’t lack of business: the company had at that time 176 million customers—a week. It wasn’t an inability to find talent: only the People’s Liberation Army of China, the United Kingdom’s National Health Service, and the massive Indian Railways employed more people. And it certainly wasn’t money: with annual revenue that year of $285 billion, it was not only the biggest company in the world; if it were a country, it would rank ninth among nations, just behind China and ahead of Russia, Korea, Australia, and Saudi Arabia.

			The problem was the company had become a big, fat, and not particularly well-liked target, attracting more lawsuits than any other corporation in the world. The year was 2004, and there were endless bad press, protests, political opposition, investigations, labor problems, health insurance problems, zoning problems, and, more than ever, environmental problems.

			That year Wal-Mart—with its 12,000-mile, computer-controlled supply chain feeding 7,022 stores, its immense fleet of 7,200 trucks in constant, diesel-belching motion, its continual bulldozing and construction, and its voracious demand that suppliers cut costs at any cost—had become a poster child for global warming, mass extinction, smog, and urban sprawl. Many observers believed the bad rep to be deserved. The CEO, H. Lee Scott, was sick of it—and the threat it posed to the company’s bottom line. And he knew that, despite Wal-Mart’s unmatched wealth and power, the threat was real, one that could not be dismissed by the usual tactic of attacking the critics as snobbish elites who had no sympathy for customers trying to save a few hard-earned bucks. An internally commissioned study, eventually leaked to the press (much to Scott’s irritation), showed that as much as 8 percent of Wal-Mart’s customer base had stopped shopping there because of the company’s increasingly bad reputation. On Wal-Mart’s scale, 8 percent represented millions of customers and hundreds of millions in revenue—the margin between a successful fiscal year and a disaster.

			Scott cast about for a solution to a straightforward question, the gist of which summarizes how just about every U.S. CEO thought about environmentalists’ complaints at the time: What do I have to do to get these guys off my back?

			Scott adopted what he would later describe as a defensive mind-set. Attacked—unfairly, he felt—he wanted to hit back at the critics wherever they could be depicted as unreasonable or incorrect. He also thought it prudent to shield the company from further criticism by identifying some positive green gestures Wal-Mart might undertake to placate environmentalists and heal the PR wounds—or, at the very least, to limit the company’s “exposure.” That was the term Scott used, exposure, and it was a telling word choice, a common corporate term used to describe business behavior that, if publicized, might threaten the company’s bottom line or a CEO’s job security. The term had been appropriated years before from the legal community, where it was used to quantify the risk of being sued or prosecuted, and the lawyers had in turn lifted the concept from the military, where its true meaning remained refreshingly clear: the opposite of “cover.” Limiting exposure, whether in the military, legal, or corporate sense, has nothing to do with reform or change or “going green” and everything to do with staying out of the line of fire. Scott’s goal, then, was to take cover and get past this distracting image problem so the company could continue with business as usual: selling more stuff at lower prices to more customers than anyone else in the world.

			Toward that end, Scott was willing to embrace some reasonable environmental philanthropy, even if he felt coerced. That would enable Wal-Mart to point proudly at the ecological aspects of its program of “corporate social responsibility”—a purposely vague term for “good works” on which a company spends time and money even though the activities do little or nothing to increase shareholder value. Although this can sometimes accomplish great things—the considerable relief efforts Wal-Mart would soon undertake in the wake of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 would be rightly celebrated as the epitome of meaningful corporate social responsibility in action—“CSR” is sometimes a derogatory term in the corporate world, a source of as much resentment as pride. Wal-Mart’s leadership had always asserted that the greatest social good the company could do was to offer products that people use every day at the lowest price possible, saving real and needed cash for its customers. Many of its customers, after all, live paycheck to paycheck; one out of five gets by without a checking account. That was Wal-Mart’s founding mission and its competitive edge. By that definition, Wal-Mart asserted, it already did enormous good in the world by helping the working family stretch its dollars. The added burden of spending on corporate social responsibility ran counter to Wal-Mart’s goal of reducing prices as much as possible. It was a moral and social good, sure. But it didn’t help Wal-Mart serve its customers. And it didn’t help Wal-Mart compete.

			It never occurred to Scott, or to anyone else in the company’s leadership, that the answer to Wal-Mart’s environmental woes might lie not in defending the core business of Wal-Mart but in changing that core—and that doing so could make Wal-Mart more competitive rather than less.

			And, really, why would he think such a thing? Wal-Mart ranked among the most successful enterprises on the planet, having grown from the randomly stocked, pile-it-high-and-sell-it-cheap department store Sam Walton opened in 1962 in Rogers, Arkansas, to a company that could decide one day to enter the grocery business, as it did in 1990, and within the decade become the leading seller of groceries in the country. Wal-Mart soon had more grocery sales than its two nearest competitors combined, Safeway and the former market leader, Kroger, which had been in the grocery store business for more than a century. Wal-Mart’s core business model had taken it from zero to grocery market leader in less than ten years, so awash with cash that it could open seventeen supercenter stores (average size: 200,000 square feet) every month, sell the same salmon and celery and canned soup as its competitors for 15 percent less, and drive twenty-nine supermarket chains into bankruptcy in the process. In a good year, the floor space of its newly constructed supercenters would be enough to pave over the world’s most visited urban oasis, Central Park in New York City.

			The idea that there might be something wrong with this core business model and that it had to be fixed—not just for the good of the planet but for the good of the company—would have seemed absurd to Lee Scott if anyone had articulated such a seemingly far-fetched idea. But that was about to change.

			The roots of the change are varied, but its earliest moments can be traced to a conversation in early 2004 between Jib Ellison and his friend and mentor Peter Seligmann, founder, chairman, and CEO of the environmental organization Conservation International. Seligmann’s nonprofit had become a major force in the battle against habitat destruction and deforestation, and Seligmann had garnered the support of an impressive list of tycoons and celebrities, from the actor Harrison Ford to the founder of Intel, Gordon Moore, to S. Robson “Rob” Walton, the chairman of the board of Wal-Mart, eldest son of the company’s founder, and tenth richest man in the world at the time.

			Seligmann, a legendary environmental rainmaker, routinely brings in a hundred million dollars or more a year for Conservation International from people like Moore and Walton. Ellison had almost gone to work for Conservation International years earlier, but his wife had not wanted to move from California to the East Coast, where Seligmann is based. Ellison had instead partnered with three other young corporate consultants to start up a boutique business strategy firm in the San Francisco Bay Area, a successful venture named The Trium Group, that had taken him in a different direction from the concerns of Conservation International. Now the former river guide was on sabbatical from Trium, giving himself twelve months to test whether he could make a living advancing his long-simmering ideas about a new sort of corporate environmentalism. He had flown to Washington to the Conservation International headquarters to ask for Seligmann’s help.

			“Your board of directors is filled with the captains of industry. I know they’re giving you millions of dollars a year to do what you do so well,” Ellison said. “But back home it’s another story. Their organizations are doing nothing.”

			Ellison’s argument: These same corporate scions should—and could—be convinced to go beyond the sort of philanthropy that supported Conservation International. Their next step, a potentially world-changing one, should be to remake their businesses into environmentally sound powerhouses. What if doing good for the environment didn’t cost the company but made more money for it? In Ellison’s view, businesses could seek out competitive advantage over other brands by pursuing energy efficiency, leaner packaging, cleaner plants, conservation, and systemwide transparency and sustainability. They could, in short, boost their profits, their image, and their market position through the elimination of waste—because waste is not only bad for the planet, it costs money. Yet every day, U.S. companies that prided themselves on penny-pinching and efficient operations were squandering billions of dollars because they were riddled with waste without realizing it. Ellison was convinced that if waste elimination and sustainability were made a core strategy, not viewed as a pilot project or as a bit of good citizenship but baked into the culture and mission of a company, it would provide a winning business model. He had made a study of it, he told Seligmann, and had documented a small number of businesses that were succeeding with this approach of serving both profit and planet—Patagonia, for one, had made it a core purpose of its business and developed a loyal customer base; Nike had reversed its reputation for sweatshops and environmental disregard and gained market share in the process. The solutions were all there, he said, just waiting, hidden in plain sight.

			“Give me five minutes with any of them,” Ellison begged Seligmann. “That’s all I ask. A CEO-level conversation.”

			Asking Seligmann to take advantage of his coveted access to busy and wealthy chief executive officers, whose time and meetings are scripted months in advance, was no small favor. Ellison’s notions about sustainable private enterprise weren’t just outside the mainstream in 2004—they ran counter to the knowledge and experience of most American CEOs. By and large, they heard the word “environment” and thought: regulations, bureaucracy, lawsuits, obstacles, delays, added costs, bad press. They did not think: business opportunity. Ellison’s consultancy partners back in San Francisco thought he was, at best, too ambitious. Ellison was blunter: “They think I’m crazy,” he admitted. But Seligmann did not think Ellison was crazy. Intrigued, he promised to think about how he might help. It turned out that Seligmann had already engaged some corporate leaders in just the kind of conversation Ellison had in mind. The timing couldn’t have been better.

			Three months later, without prelude, a bland e-mail materialized on Ellison’s home computer in Healdsburg in northern California wine country. Seligman had shot him one short line: “Rob Walton will call you.”

			The name seemed familiar, but Ellison couldn’t quite place it and he had to look up Walton on the Internet. The first words that popped up in the Google search were “ ... officially took over as Wal-Mart’s Chairman two days after his father’s death,” and Ellison realized the opportunity he had sought from his friend at Conservation International had arrived, bigger, better, and more fraught with possibilities than he had imagined.

			Seligmann, he would learn, had just begun a series of eco-expeditions with Walton and his sons—to Costa Rica, Madagascar, Brazil, the Galápagos Islands. This relationship, and the knowledge of endangered species and landscapes it was giving Walton, led the magnate to donate $21 million to Conservation International through the Walton Family Foundation to support ocean habitat protection. On one of their trips, Seligmann had pitched the idea Ellison had championed: that the Wal-Mart juggernaut itself could be a far more powerful force for environmental reform than any donation, no matter how generous. Walton seemed interested in hearing more but pointed out that as chairman of the board he was removed from day-to-day operations at the company. Such ideas would be more appropriately discussed with the chief executive officer. What Walton could do, however, was make such a discussion possible—he would arrange for Ellison to get his wish, a CEO-level meeting. And so, a few weeks later, with Seligmann and Walton in attendance, Ellison sat down at Wal-Mart’s famously modest redbrick, tin-roofed headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas, with Lee Scott, the leader of the biggest company in the world.

			The meeting felt like an audition to Ellison, and with good reason. Scott already had met with several prominent environmentalists and green consultants, among them Amory Lovins, the head of the famed Rocky Mountain Institute and the recipient of a MacArthur Foundation “genius grant.” Now the CEO looked over the thin, casually dressed Ellison with a wary smile. Lovins was a rock star, but Scott had never heard of this guy “Jib” or his fledgling Blu Skye Sustainability Consulting. He would never have taken the meeting but for the intervention of Rob Walton.

			Just the third chief executive since Wal-Mart’s founding almost a half century earlier, Scott was the only top executive at the company to have gotten his start managing the trucking division rather than a retail line, and he would be the last CEO to be groomed by company founder Sam Walton. He was a practical man, a workaholic CEO, and he was not sure how he felt about this river guy in blue jeans. Ellison had spent a third of his adult life sleeping in a tent next to rivers around the world and rarely set foot inside a Wal-Mart, unless it was to scrounge supplies during river trips. The gulf between the two seemed to expand as Ellison, in introducing himself, excitedly described his family’s current lifestyle: “Now we live on eighty-five acres off the grid in northern California and—”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Scott interjected, staring at Ellison. “You live where?”

			“In northern California,” Ellison repeated.

			“No, what did you say before that?” Scott asked. “Off the grid? What exactly does that mean?”

			Ellison’s smile didn’t falter, even as he silently berated himself for potentially blowing the whole deal by revealing a bit too much about himself in this first encounter. “Off the grid” might sound enviable in true-green San Francisco, where there were more Toyota Priuses per capita than anywhere else on the planet and the mayors in surrounding towns competed like prizefighters for the title of “greenest city.” But in Bentonville, Arkansas, it just sounded weird. Ellison kept a poker face and explained that it meant his home did not tap into the electrical grid, that the family generated its own electricity with solar panels, and that he was practicing what he preached—living sustainably. To his relief, Scott nodded at this last point. Wal-Mart, it turned out, had a company tradition that encouraged similar put-your-money-where-your-mouth-is behavior, urging executives to experience the consequences of their decisions out in the real world, a process they called “Eat what you cook.” This was more likely to involve visiting a store and talking to staff and customers about some new product or practice than stringing solar panels on one’s roof, but still, Ellison’s departure from the grid didn’t seem quite so far out in this context.

			Next Ellison recounted how he had parlayed his background as a river guide and expedition leader into starting a nonprofit that had run international rafting trips and student exchanges between the Soviet Union and the United States. This was during the height of the Cold War, when rapprochement between the superpowers seemed unattainable. The challenging journeys down Siberian rivers and through California wilderness had helped the rafters find unanticipated common ground as they pulled together through dangerous waters, which Ellison considered a perfect metaphor for the times.

			Wal-Mart needed to navigate different but no less treacherous waters, Ellison told Scott, with the world’s future, as well as the economic future of the company and the country, once again at stake. Wal-Mart needed to enter a new kind of détente, this time between the demands of business and the limits of the natural world.

			“We’re getting hammered in the press,” Scott agreed. “I know we don’t know anything about our environmental impact. Could you do some research and tell me where we might be exposed?”

			Ellison considered. Scott’s question was just another way of asking how they might solve Wal-Mart’s “green problem,” which he knew was a very logical question for Scott to ask. It’s the question many CEOs were asking at the time, how to limit exposure and get on with business as usual. But Ellison also wanted to make clear that he felt that this was the wrong question to ask.

			“Sure,” he finally said, “we could do the research. But if you really want to cut to the chase, given your size and if you include your supply chain, you’re exposed in everything that matters to everybody. There. I just saved you ten million dollars and two years.”

			Lee Scott is not, by reputation, easy to catch off guard. In 1996, when he was just one of the company’s numerous vice presidents, he was asked to be the voice and face of Wal-Mart during one of its worst public relations debacles to date: the revelation that the company’s Kathie Lee Gifford line of wholesome celebrity-endorsed clothing was produced in sweatshops. He had never been at a loss for words in steering Wal-Mart through that crisis—and himself into the CEO’s chair. But Ellison surprised him that day. So Scott said nothing and waited, his interest piqued by this most endangered species of all, a consultant uninterested in being paid millions of dollars to do a study.

			“Lee, the thing you have to remember is that all this stuff that people don’t want you to put into the environment is waste,” Ellison continued. “And you’re paying for it!”

			It takes a different sort of perception, a different lens on the world, to see it, but the truth was, Ellison argued, that inefficiency and waste were omnipresent, even in a notoriously stingy company like Wal-Mart, with the waste not only damaging the environment but damaging the company’s bottom line as well. Waste in packaging. Waste in shipping. Waste in the supply chain—in the fisheries, forests, canneries, and textile mills. Waste in how energy and fuel were being used. Consider the humble bottle of liquid laundry detergent. The industry standard always came in a 120-ounce container close to the size and weight of a gallon milk jug, but it was also made in an ultraconcentrated version—same brand, same soap, just concentrated so it fit into a container the size of a large ketchup bottle. Both versions wash the same amount of clothing with the same effectiveness, and both sell for the same price—but the ketchup bottle uses one-fourth the packaging, weighs one-fourth as much, costs one-fourth to ship, and takes up one-fourth the space on ships, trucks, and shelves. The larger bottle had one ingredient in greater supply in comparison to the smaller bottle: extra water. That’s all. The ketchup bottle version is better for the bottom line, more convenient for the customer, more profitable to sell, and way better for the environment. Yet, when Ellison and Scott spoke that day in 2004, most of the one billion bottles of laundry soap sold each year in the United States—one out of four of them at Wal-Mart—were the big ones. So why would a smart, cost-conscious retailer like Wal-Mart even carry the big bottles instead of the small ones? If you thought about it, it was completely insane, even without the obvious environmental impact. But nobody thought about it. The waste—the habit—was so ingrained it was invisible. And the craziest part was that businesses, from CEOs on down, had been trained for a century or better to think of environmentalism and sustainability as extra costs, rather than what they truly could be: imperatives to eliminate waste and the costs that go with it.

			“If you really want to know something cool about this whole environmental and social side of the equation, here it is: It’s a massive business opportunity. The best business opportunity of our time.”

			The CEO hired the river guide that day. Wal-Mart became Blu Skye’s first client, and the greening of Wal-Mart had begun.

			By 2008, every Wal-Mart store in the country stocked only the bottles of concentrated detergent. Over a three-year period, that meant 95 million pounds of petroleum-based plastic resin would not be used. Four hundred million gallons of water—used to bulk up those big jugs of detergent—would be conserved. About 125 million pounds of cardboard used to box and ship that detergent would not be used. And more than a half-million gallons of diesel truck fuel would not be burned hauling those heavier soap bottles around the country—meaning that 11 million pounds of CO2 emissions were not released into the atmosphere.1

			All that arose from seeing the waste—and the opportunity—in a single product.

			What happens when the world’s largest company starts looking for that same opportunity in every item in the store and in every branch and operation of the business? And what happens next, when that same company realizes that such thinking is just a first step? That is the river Jib Ellison persuaded Wal-Mart to navigate, and though the reach of its impact and the sustainability of its commitment won’t be known for years, perhaps decades, the greening of Wal-Mart became, in a matter of months, one of the most influential environmental initiatives in history. Wal-Mart’s move shook corporate America as nothing else could, and other companies—Wal-Mart’s suppliers and competitors alike—began to reconsider their own environmental stances, if for no other reason than they knew the retail chain would never go green unless it made sense for the company’s bottom line. Some of them went to Blu Skye to seek help with their own green problems, drawn by the Wal-Mart aura, new clients who also had the ability to change the course of whole industries: Staples. Purina. Microsoft. Sony Pictures Studios. The U.S. dairy industry. The city of Cleveland. The state of California. The reach and influence of Jib Ellison’s little company was unprecedented. It was bewildering to many, this sea change among such bedrock conservative companies and their cadres of executives, who began competing with one another to see who could find the next sustainability triumph, something that could trump little detergent bottles. In Bentonville, a few insiders among the growing cadre of people engaged in Wal-Mart’s environmental initiatives began referring to Ellison as “the CEO whisperer.”

			Blu Skye had one employee at the time Ellison met with Lee Scott: Ellison himself.

			“I guess,” he told his wife after the meeting, “I better hire some more people.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Soul of a Discounter

			When H. Lee Scott took over as CEO of Wal-Mart early in 2000, the environment was the last thing on his mind. And the notion that one of his close advisers would one day be a river guide who lived “off the grid” and hailed from the San Francisco Bay Area—where Wal-Mart stores were most unwelcome—would have sounded ridiculous.

			Wal-Mart’s single most important priority at the time could be summed up by its long-standing motto: “Always the low price. Always.” Variations of that slogan had been in place since the company’s birth, and it formed the one commitment Wal-Mart aimed never to bend or break. Lee Scott knew, as had his two predecessors, that Wal-Mart’s success arose from a single-minded focus on achieving low prices for consumers by any means necessary. If that meant finding the cheapest DVD player or T-shirt or pair of sneakers on the planet at a manufacturing plant in China that turned a nearby river black, so be it. As long as it was legal, no problem—Wal-Mart was serving its customers, saving them money, and empowering them to buy ever more stuff. It’s not as if Lee Scott or anyone else at the company made that actual mental calculation, lower prices for higher pollution. It was an unintended consequence, invisible to the stalwarts back in Bentonville, if not to the people in and around the Chinese factory. This is not to excuse it; indeed, the CEO in later years would wonder at how blind he and his staff had been—blind to the damage inflicted, blind to the opportunities missed. The truth was, Scott and his executive staff were too consumed by more familiar concerns back in 2000: expanding the Wal-Mart brand in the United States and abroad, consolidating the company’s wild success in the grocery business, turning back a push by labor unions to gain a foothold in the determinedly antiunion Wal-Mart, and fending off the increasing tide of negative media stories about the impact of Wal-Mart on the world. The last rankled Scott from the outset of his CEO tenure.

			“Not every day was as pleasurable as you would want if you were the CEO of Wal-Mart,” he would say many years later. “There were a lot of people ... wondering when we were going to wake up to the fact that we needed to do something different. ... We needed to change.”

			It would take him quite a while to realize it, but he eventually came to see that the first thing at Wal-Mart that needed to change was Scott himself.

			Lee Scott was born in Joplin, Missouri, and grew up fifteen miles away in Baxter Springs, Kansas, a city of four thousand in the southeast corner of the state where the struggling economy trumped all other concerns. Baxter Springs’ heyday as a major cattle-drive town was a century in its past. In Scott’s youth, it was the traffic that
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