
From a reputational standpoint, the 
shipping industry has moved beyond 
its formative years towards an increasing 
maturity. The industry as a whole is now in 
the process of positioning itself as a broad 
collection of responsible global actors. 

Environmental awareness
Top of the agenda has been the insatiable 
demand for more responsible climate 
change policies given transportation 
generates approximately a quarter of 
energy related greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions globally and is the fastest rising 
source of emissions compared to other 
energy end-use sectors. 

Without aggressive and sustained 
policy interventions, transport carbon 
emissions could increase by 70% by 2050 
(outstripping all other sectors), which 
is politically and publicly unacceptable. 
Because the shipping industry moves 
about 80% of world trade volume, it comes 
as no surprise that the spotlight has finally 
turned in this direction. 

Over the past five years, the energy 
efficiency of cargo and container ships has 
become the subject of far closer scrutiny, and 
some big companies that charter them for 
transport have now vowed not to use vessels 
that perform poorly when it comes to fuel 
consumption or GHG, using efficiency 
rankings to steer financing decisions. 

Looking forward, regulatory desires 
for more stringent minimum safety and 
environmental performance requirements 
(well beyond voluntary obligations) will 
only increase; competitive pressures 
for more cost-efficient operations and 
credible and comparative information on 
environmental impacts will become far 
greater; and various public demands for 
greater transparency and sustainability will 
undoubtedly get much louder. It is against 

this backdrop that future reputational risks 
are shaped. The era of hyper-transparency 
has already arrived, and stakeholder 
expectations need much more careful 
management than ever before.

Regulatory demand
Various regulatory bodies are currently 
managing complex policy issues. The 
International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) recently presented a model for a 
sustainable maritime transportation concept 
which outlined the goals and actions the 
industry can embark on to provide safe, 
efficient and environmentally friendly 
transport systems. Some industry players 
have taken the initiative to improve safety 
and environmental performance beyond 
compliance by investing in a wide range of 
innovative systems and technologies. 

Yet this has not deterred the European 
Commission: it has proposed that owners 
of large ships using EU ports should 
report their verified emissions from 2018. 
Collective action on regulatory affairs 
issues will be essential to success but so too 
will instilling intra-industry ambition to 
force a competitive race to the top.

Societal pressures
Societal pressure is not only directed at 
government authorities and ship owners, 
but also at cargo owners, who are under 
increased pressure to do business with 
owners who operate vessels beyond just a 
compliance approach. It is therefore critical 
to understand expectations: upstream to 
producers in the supply chain; downstream 
to consumers; and more widely to other 
interested parties. 

The World Wildlife Federation (WWF) 
NGO lobby group recently published 
a report which estimated the economic 
size of the oceans (US$24 trillion) but 

it also highlighted the significant and 
unprecedented strain being put upon the 
marine ecosystem. Expect these serious 
forces to amplify their demands on the 
shipping sector in the future. 

Identifying issues 
An effective tool to identify economic, 
social and environmental issues that 
matter most to businesses and stakeholders 
is to perform a materiality assessment. 
Through scoring and ranking the issues 
most relevant to business, current or future 
challenges can be identified. 

As well as informing the corporate 
responsibility report, they beg the question: 
‘what to do next?’ - along the continuum 
of monitor, collaborate and communicate. 
During the past decade, effective industry 
wide consortiums and multi-stakeholder 
collaborations with competitors, NGOs, 
customers, and governments have formed 
with the ambition of collectively managing 
social and environmental impacts. 

This cooperation has made a significant 
contribution to the emergence of global 
responsibility standards for the wider 
sector. Big brand retailers are working 
alongside the Clean Cargo Working 
Group (CCWG) and Clean Shipping 
Index (CSI) to use tools and metrics to 
directly review and compare ocean carriers 
on their sustainability practices.

The industr y ’s  own expectations 
are further intensified with targets for 
continuous improvement. Brands can 
now also exercise greater control over 
costs through efficiencies in packaging, 
handling, and logistics, generated by some 
of the new tracing, auditing and reporting 
tools introduced to support supplier code 
of conduct certification and labeling 
schemes. 

By partnering with clients to help them 

Freight expectations:  
managing tomorrow’s  
reputational risks today

Scott Walker, Director, Sermelo, London, UK and 
Tom Clive, Senior Consultant, Sermelo, London, UK 

150   Edit ion 66: May 2015 www.por ttechnolog y.org

ENVIRONMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY
IN PARTNERSHIP WITH  

ENVIRONMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY
IN PARTNERSHIP WITH  



reduce their environmental footprint across 
the supply chain, and even contributing to 
their annual report in a clear and concise 
way, shipping companies can become far 
more than merely a transporter of goods; 
they become a preferred partner towards 
a shared future, and a key asset within a 
multinational’s sustainability strategy. 

Equally, there are clear costs of not 
employ ing ef fect ive  susta inabi l i t y 
strategies and not being seen to service 
client demands in this arena. International 
surveys show that the value of a good 
reputation is particular ly important 
when it comes to a business’s ability to 
develop strong client relations, increase 
stakeholders trust in the company as well 
as managing and surviving corporate crises. 
And whilst there has been a proliferation 
of  market-or iented environmental 
initiatives for the maritime industry, the 
different (and sometimes competing) 
standards also have the potential to breed 
confusion for shippers and carriers. 

If the sector fails to work inclusively 
in setting standards that are equitable 
for all parties (such as SME ship owners 
and companies) future challenges await. 
Shipping associations must assess their 
obligations, both in developing common 
standards in the future, as well as in 
communicating progress.

Welcome to the dialogue age 
Businesses now have more access to all 
stakeholders with the ready availability of 
tools such as Twitter and owned platforms 
like blogs. The focus on transparency and 
authenticity, driven by the emphasis on 
corporate responsibility, has transformed 
the role of business communicators from 
simply developing and disseminating 
messages to now more meaningfully 
engaging with stakeholders. We have 
now entered ‘the dialogue age’, where 
stakeholders demand to participate in two-
way conversations and contribute to the 
debate, rather than merely be lectured at 
by corporations. Be warned: stakeholders 
have far greater power and reach than 
ever before to organise their actions, rate 
companies and shine their critical lights to 
mass audiences. 

Collaboration 
What will be increasingly important is 
businesses and their stakeholders finding 
alignment in search of solving their shared 
objectives. These transparent conversations of 
the future require corporate adaptation and 
a different mindset. What is critical is how 
the business world relates and contributes to 
the conversations stakeholders are having, 
and how they then voice a particular point 
of view that understands the sentiments of 
these public audiences. 

Companies need to differentiate 
themselves as ‘partners’ rather than merely 
service providers, shifting the mind-set and 
thus being more proactive in highlighting 
their positive contributions to society, as 
well as indicating their strategic alignment 
with customers and industry bodies. By 
doing so, trust can be built, which has 
arguably alluded the sector for too long.  

Hyper-transparency 
In today ’s era of hyper-transparency, 
ignorance is no longer a form of defence. 
Any organisation (no matter what industry 
they operate in) must create dialogue that 
drives behavioural changes and encourages 
collaboration between every stakeholder in 
our connected society. 

In Charles Dickens’ classical work 
Great Expectations he tells a tale of 
personal growth and personal development 
by exploring themes of responsibility, 
greater awareness and the acceptance 
of consequences from one's choices. 

The shipping sector’s journey is also an 
unstoppable journey towards acknowledging 
and meeting societal expectations. 

The companies that garner trust 
by creating value for stakeholders and 
shareholders will harvest the biggest 
opportunities and rewards. Sustained 
actions that demonstrate an unwavering 
commitment, a track record of doing the 
right thing and the agility to communicate 
this in an increasingly noisy environment 
will be the road to long-term success. 

Conclusion
As the boundaries between business 
and society erode and these interests 
i n c r e a s i n g l y  m e r g e , a d v e r s a r i a l 
r e l a t i on s h i p s  w i l l  b e c om e  m o re 
cooperative. A consensus will emerge that 
we are all responsible for our world and 
that we must work together – and in the 
end, we will all wonder how we could have 
ever thought otherwise.
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