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1.
 Case overview

This case illustrates the actions undertaken by Home depot and other organisations to change its practices to be congruent to the ethical viewpoint of various environmental groups.

In 1999, the company was the focus of several protests, including protests, on the charges of “..failing to ensure that its wood didn’t come from endangered forests”. In order to stop the protests and bypass any possible boycotts, the company took the steps of creating a new executive position to handle environmental aspects of the business and accelerated its existing internal processes of better environmental practices. One of the first steps of the holder of the new position – Mr. Jarvis, was the stopping purchase of endangered timber from Indonesia. This is similar to Office Depot responding to an activists campaign of pressuring an Indonesian supplier to discontinue usage of endangered timber.

The head of one such activist group, Rainforest Action Network, Randy Hayes, spoke of the leverage that environmentally correct actions of companies such as Home Depot has on other industries. The Home Depot step of creation of a Environmental aspect officer also began yielding results early on with environmentalists calling in possible breaches in the Home Depot supply chain. 

Home depot further established the longevity of their supplier bases of raw resources through the mediation between their suppliers and environmentalists. This format of mediation was successful enough to be attempted on a replicable basis.

2. Questions

2.1
For retailers, working with green groups can be a fairly inexpensive way to ingratiate themselves with customers and rid themselves of negative publicity – Critically discuss. 

The question of retailers working with green groups being a fairly inexpensive way of getting rid of negative publicity as well as toadying with customers needs to be taken with the perspective of the possible pros and cons to the position.
One of the key points towards this position is the usage of the green group interaction to help build the organisation reputation. As seen in the case of Home Depot, one of the proceeds of the green group interaction is the long term building of reputation. Whilst this may seem like large amounts of effort for reputation building, the key goal is the building of future revenues, through the premise of being established as one of the fore-runners of the environmentally friendly movement. This process is similar to the moves John Mackey of Whole Foods who has set the standard in environmentally friendly food retailers.
The flow of information between the two groups is a crucial element to this position. Firstly, instead of devoting resources to fixing things that the company sees as being environmentally important, the communication would show the issues the green groups see as being important, and move towards fixing those problems. Secondly, information gathered on the sidelines can be just as important, if not more so that the actual issue to resolve. This information can be the reasoning for the company being targeted over others in the industry, as well as the level of compliance by the competitors.
On a strategic level, the interaction and input from the green groups allows the company to look at a longer term perspective than afforded usually. This is as managers tend to generally work on shorter time frames than envisaged by the green groups and once having identified as being the trend to follow, the vision being set by the groups is one that can be adopted by the company to remain competitive.
A follow on benefit of the interaction with the green groups is the free publicity that generally ensues. This publicity can simply be existing on a list of “approved companies” that are shown to be operating environmentally ethical.
There are several reasons against participating in this view. The first would be that the tactics being used are tantamount to blackmail. As such, indulging the green groups could be emotionally draining, on basis of previous effort being spent at defending against such groups.
Additionally, interaction with the groups would dictate an transfer of internal company information. There are two possible worst case scenario outcomes. Firstly, the information released could be used against the company in case the negotiations break down. Secondly the information transferred could also be given to the competitors.

2.2 Instead of seeking environmental change through government legislation or the courts … activists target specific corporations through boycott and protests.” The article is about the environment. Are such activities for (1) environmental issues? (2) labour issues? (3) customer issues (such as asbestos-related sickness and death)?
We first look at what differentiates activist actions against efforts to change government legislation.

Economic pressure: through boycott and picket actions, activists manage to attack corporations on their most sensible side, their bottom line, as well as their brand reputation.

Faster time to results: this economic pressure, together with a high level of drawn media coverage, forces corporations to act quickly and find a favorable outcome immediately to reduce potential losses.

Global reach: multinational companies are active in several countries, by definition. While legal changes can influence the business practices of whole industries, they can prove difficult to enforce across several countries. Activist actions can more effectively influence the ethical behavior of an entire, global organization.

Persistence of results: the problem with activist actions is that the handling of a situation is dependent on the persons involved at that time. As organizations evolve and people change functions and companies, such actions might not ensure that an unethical behavior will not be repeated later on.

Hence, we can consider that the adequacy of activist method to influence corporate behavior will be contingent less on the type of issue (environment, labour, customer) than its intrinsic characteristics:

· Are the consequences going to be visible immediately or in the longer-term?

· Is likely to repeated over time?

· Is a corrective action required on local or global level?

· For one single corporation of an entire industry?

2.3
To what extent should firms attempt to anticipate such actions and act to prevent them?  

Firms should be proactive in dealing with such environmental ethics issues.  As such, when they are in a sensitive industry, such as tobacco, car, timber, they should anticipate what public would desire, what negative effects, such as hazard, pollution, congestion, natural resources destruction etc, their business will cause, and see how their business would thus be affected.   At the same time, they should be aware of any increasing public complaints which may potentially become protest and boycott in future.  Ethic issues against their competitors and stakeholders on the value chain, such as suppliers and customers, should also catch their attention. 
In order to prevent any unfavourable activities against their business, they could set up Corporate Social Responsibility Department (“CSR”) to specifically handle such kind of issues, such as do research and benchmark with the best practice in industry, communicate with green peace groups to understand their concerns, monitor and manage stakeholders on the value chain.   CSR function could be an independent department but need to be integrated with the company’s business and marketing strategy.  It’s also suggested document and keep records to show adherence to policies so that protestors can not recourse.
