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Abstract

This paper seeks to explore and contribute to the underlying notion of sustainability and environmental management in
office buildings within the Bristol, Southwest of England. This is important because the activities of office organisations
impact greatly upon both the internal and external environment of an organisation. The paper focuses on the key drivers
and barriers associated with effective implementation of sustainable environmental management particularly on existing
office buildings. The study also examines the environmental management programmes being undertaken in office
buildings.

Introduction

Environmental issues are emerging with increasing challenges for many business organisations in recent years
particularly in areas of stringent legislative and regulative measures, commercial and stakeholder pressures to raise
environmental standards of business practices (Elliot et al, 1996). In responding to the above external pressure for
change in environmental performance, Strachan (1997, pp 10-17) argues that the environmental concerns have been
forced onto both the strategic and operational agendas of many firms which have led to a plethora of environmental
management within the business community, with the most recent being that of the generic environmental
management standard such as British Standard Institution (BSI) BS 7750, EU Eco-Management Auditing Scheme
(EMAS) and International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) environmental management system I1SO 14001.
These environmental management standards are now recognised by the governments, national and international
business community as a move towards “sustainable development”. Moore (2005, pp 326-339) explains that
sustainability is a concept, a goal and a strategy which speaks to the reconciliation of social justice, ecological integrity
and the well being of all living systems on the planet. Rezaee and Elem (2000, pp 60-67) also argue that in the era of
environmental consciousness, businesses are shifting away from environmental compliance towards environmental
management that continuously improves their environmental advances.

The Labour Government declared its intention on environment when it assumed power in 1997 with the
statement by the Rt Hon John Prescott, MP, Deputy Prime Minister and Secretary of State for the Environment,
Transport and the Regions sustainable development is central to this Government’s vision for the future of the UK.
Government needs to make full contribution to this process, leading by example in the way it conducts its own business
(Prescott, 1999, p1).

The integration of sustainability issues such as efficient energy, recycling, green cleaning, etc, into
environmental management of businesses will not only bring with it commercial benefits but could also help to
retain high calibre of employees to the organisation. For instance Quazi (2001) reports a study of McKinsey covering
403 senior executives from around the world revealed that 68 per cent of them agreed that organisations with poor
environmental record would find it increasingly difficult to recruit and retain high calibre staff. Shiers (2000, pp 352-
365) also argues that sustainability issues in UK commercial buildings provide evidence that such developments are
fundamentally better, more healthy, less expensive to run, more “socially responsible” and more attractive to
occupiers and the public. It embraces living within environmental limits, ensuring a strong, healthy and just society
and achieving a stable, durable economy of which everyone has a role to play.
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However, Gibson (2005) argues that many organisations have integrated sustainable environmental
management programmes into their daily business practices since 1980s, but the promised benefits have not been
really materialised. This article will therefore examine the key drivers and barriers associated with effective
implementation of sustainable environmental management in office buildings particularly within Bristol.

Research Methodology

This paper is based on mixture of survey study conducted by the researchers on twenty five (25) offices sampled
within the Bristol city. Data were gathered from both questionnaires and interviews. Both postal and self
administered questionnaires were adopted for this study because of the dispersed nature of office buildings in
Bristol. Five (5) interviews consisting of semi-structured and structured were also used to provide an in depth
knowledge on sustainable environmental management in office buildings. Quantitative and qualitative researches
were used to analyse both the questionnaire and interviews respectively. In addition to the questionnaire and
interviews as a source of primary data, a reasonable number of government documents, journals, textbooks and
international standards were reviewed for secondary source for this research.

Literature Review

Sustainability was first described by Brundtland Commission as development which meets the needs of the present
generation without compromising the ability of future generation to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987). Environmental
Management (EM) on the other hand involves the identification of processes, tools and instruments through which
environmental resources may be used in more balanced way or, in other words, how such resources may be managed
(Filho, 1997). Sustainable environmental management of office buildings can therefore be defined as a multi-layered
management process which offers indefinite future office buildings sustain and rehabilitate the quality of natural and built
environment, and sustain and transform an organisation’s economic capacity to meet the intended and health needs of
its employees (Owusu, 2006).

The above definitions suggest an adoption of approach that treats environmental issues such as energy, air
quality, waste, water, etc, within the office building as one of the dominant factors in the development and
implementation of business strategies. It requires management approach that is practical, continuous improvement,
effective and above all fair principles for the sound management of environmental issues.

In expressing his views on sustainability, Tietenberg (1994) said “that at a minimum, future generations
should be left no worse off than the current generations.” In other words, the actions of present generations in using
resources should not reduce the standard of living of future generations below that of present generations. This is a
difficult challenge, in the sense that each of the “three-pillars” (i.e. environment, economy and society) has different
paradigm of operating, but the issues of sustainability tends to focus on integration of the above three elements in
decision-making of a project.

Environment

Sustainability

Society

After Brundtland definition, many alternative and diverse interpretations have been expressed about this same
concept. Although Brundtland definition focused on ‘two-pillar model’, reflecting environment and development
concerns, many of these new interpretations are based on ‘three-pillar’ or ‘triple bottom line’ concept (Jenny et al,
2004 ). The ‘three-pillar' model separates development issues into social and economic factors, emphasising that
‘material gains are not sufficient measures or preserves of human well-being (Jenny et al, 2004). Sustainable
development is about much more than just bringing the environment into development. If things are going to change,
what we need is not abstract notions, nor doom and gloom, but practical, effective and above all fair principles for the
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sound management of the planet. Because development that’s sustainable has to work for the poor as well as for the planet
(DEFRA, 2005).

Currently, it has been suggested that there are over seventy definitions of sustainable development in
circulation (Pearce et al, 1989). Some of the alternative definitions expressed on sustainable development include;
At the “Forum for the Future Annual Report, 2000” sustainable development was defined as ‘a dynamic process which
enables all people to realise their potential and to improve their quality of life, in ways which simultaneously protect
and enhance the earth’s life support systems’ (RICS, 2004).

“At its heart is the simple idea of ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for the generations to come.
This means achieving 4-key strands;

Social progress which recognise the needs of everyone

Effective protection of the environment

Prudent use of natural resources

Maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment (DETR, 1999a).

‘In principle, such as optimal (sustainable growth) policy would seek to maintain an “acceptable” rate of growth in
per-capita real incomes without depleting the national capital asset stock or the natural environmental asset stock’
(Turner, 1988).

‘Sustainable development should be a process which allows for the satisfaction of human necessities without
compromising the basis of that development, which is to say the environment’ (Trzyna, 1995).

“Improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems,” while
sustainability is ‘a characteristics of a process or state that can be maintained indefinitely’ (WCU, 1991).

This proliferation is not only a reflection of the complexity of defining sustainability for a wide variety of actors, from
individuals to communities to organisations, but also signalled a mounting concern over the deteriorating health of
natural and social systems and a growing recognition of the economic benefits of sustainability. Although they may
differ in scope depending upon whether they are designed for individuals, companies, or national governments,
most definitions of sustainability share the same foundation and a number of characteristics emerged and must be
considered. Among them include;

The need to balance the production and use of resources and environment to achieve a stable climate;

Ability to improve the quality of life and reduction of waste;

Development needs to take account the relationship between economic, environment and social issues;

Equitable distribution of development- both individuals within the present generation and future generations.

However, there are sections of people who still hold the view that the “concept of sustainability” remains
contestable by its nature and therefore do not give recognition to it. For instance Pezzey (1989) who produced a ten-
page listing of the most common definitions used in the decade of the 1980s was one of the critics. There are also
large volumes of writings on sustainable development which reveals that there is no agreement on exactly what
sustainable development means and that the concepts ambiguity diminishes its usefulness (Pearce et al, 1989).

Nevertheless, lack of clarity is not without its merits. It has allowed people with conflicting interest to reach
a common ground upon which concrete policies have been established. For instance the critics of sustainable
development insist that if it is to achieve its true goal, development should grow from within and rely on sustainable
forms of resource use and this has been adopted into built environment. To acknowledge this view European Union
(EV) has adopted sustainable use of resources among its Seven Thematic Strategies (air pollution, sustainable use of
resources, waste prevention, the marine environment, recycling, pesticides, soil, and the urban environment) to serve
as solid approach for environmental policy-making at EU level since 2002 (EC, 2005, pp 5-6). Also, the establishment
of United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to serve as an ‘International Environmental Watchdog’ in terms
of monitoring of global environmental change is a common ground for the two conflicting views.

Overview of UK Government and Environmental Issues

The various UK Governments have made it a commitment to play a leading role of integrating environmental issues
into all government processes through policy formulation and operations. For instance, in 1990, the Government
White Paper “The Common Inheritance” introduced new institutional reforms and the requirement of all government
departments to develop their own strategies for integrating sustainable development into their operations (DoE,
1990). Following those reforms the Labour Government put the concern of sustainability issues into the heart of
policy making and appointment of new Parliamentary Environmental Audit Committee to scrutinise government
departments’ policies and operations in 1997.
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The Government delivering his strategies on sustainable development in 1999 recognised that policies will
take into account ten guiding principles which also reflect Rio Declaration on Environment and Development.
Among the principles established by UK Government on sustainable development strategy include putting the
people at the centre; taking a long term perspective; taking account of costs and benefits; creating an open and
supportive economic system; combating poverty and social exclusion; respecting environmental limits, the
precautionary principle; using scientific knowledge; transparency, information, participation and access to justice;
and making the polluter pay. It is interesting to note that some of the above principles are legal, others could be
described as approaches to decision making. Also, the introduction of government interventions through well-
designed environmental taxes (e.g. polluter pays) and other economic indicators to discourage individuals and
organisations behaviour that damages environment have been efficient mechanisms necessary to achieve
environmentally sustainable development (HMT, 2002).

In 2005, the UK Government sustainable strategy “Securing the Future” stated that environmental issue
should be an integral part of policy making from the start, rather than dealing with consequences of neglect down the line
(DEFRA, 2005). With this a new sense of purpose and principles for sustainable development and new shared
priorities have been agreed upon across the UK to tackle environmental issues and these include;

1 Anew integral vision building on the 1999 strategy-‘A Better Quality of Life’ ( social progress, effective protection
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