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Sustainability focuses on meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs1

Operating sustainably has always been important 
for businesses of course, but sustainability has 
gathered momentum in recent years. Whether 
it’s complying with tighter regulation, meeting 
growing customer expectations or keeping pace 
with your competitors, businesses cannot afford 
to ignore it. 

However, as more and more businesses 
recognise the need to commit to becoming more 
sustainable, it can be hard to know where to start 
and understand which aspects are most relevant 
and will have most impact. Our guide can help 
you get started on your sustainability journey 
by working through these questions and more, 
providing insight and experience from businesses 
on their own sustainability journeys and helping 
you understand the opportunities for resilience, 
growth and prosperity that sustainability can offer. 
This is the latest report from the GA Institute.

What does a sustainable business look like?

Essentially, a sustainable business is one that 
understands, measures and effects changes  
to how it interacts with the environment and  
with society.

Sustainability is about more than just 
environmental credentials, although this is a key 
part of it. Pushing for carbon neutrality, net zero 
emissions, responsible use of resources and 
waste management is central to many business’ 
desire to become more sustainable and people’s 
perceptions more generally. 

However, often referred to as ESG (Environmental, 
Social, Governance), being a sustainable business 
also incorporates how you treat your employees, 
your customers and your suppliers. It includes 
elements such as: your biodiversity impact, how 
diverse your workforce is, your ethical stance 
on supply, how you tackle inequality or access 
to your goods and services. A key part of the 
sustainability journey for a business is setting clear 
targets in these areas.

Moving up the corporate agenda

Sustainability was once considered a peripheral 
concern, perhaps something that larger firms 
mentioned in a paragraph in their annual report. It 
was considered a cost and a non-priority. But that 
is changing. Before 2013, for example, just 20% of 
S&P 500 companies disclosed ESG information. 
In 2020, 92% of companies on the S&P 500 Index 
produced sustainability reports2. 

Today, sustainability is increasingly being viewed 
as an opportunity. According to our latest 
Navigator research, for example, 78% of all 
businesses surveyed said that sustainability would 
have a positive impact on growth3.

Companies are also responding to the pressure 
to change behaviours. The impact of climate 
change is a constant newsfeed driving collective 
environmental responsibility and individuals are 
making changes to their lifestyle. For example, 
67% of consumers are willing to pay more 
for products and services if they protect the 

What is sustainability?

environment and don’t infringe on human rights4. 
With such a strong focus on sustainability,  
starting your journey to net zero could make 
financial sense for your business both now and  
in the future.

That growing consumer demand for sustainable 
products and solutions, presents a real growth 
opportunity for businesses that are at the forefront 
of the move to sustainability.

In this guide we provide you with the tools 
and guidance you need to get started on your 
sustainability journey and unlock the benefits it 
can deliver.

We believe that companies 
have a huge responsibility 
to play a part in creating a 
brighter future for everybody.

1 https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/sustainability.asp    2 https://www.ga-institute.com/2021-sustainability-reporting-in-focus.html    3 HSBC Navigator Survey 2021      
4 https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/consumer-business/articles/sustainable-consumer.html
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A number of factors are encouraging businesses to pursue sustainability:

What's driving the focus  
on sustainability?

Stakeholder
pressure

• Brand reputation
• Consumer/customer 

demand
• Investor desire
• Regulatory compliance
• Ability to attract/ 

retain employees
• Supply chain 

requirements

1.
Desire to

future-proof

• Maintain 
competitiveness

• Focus on innovation
• Minimise transition risk
• Supply chain resilience

2.
Drive for greater

efficiency

• Cost pressures
• Need to diversify raw  

material usage
• Waste/water control

3.
Social

conscience

• The ‘right thing to do’,  
or the ‘ability to sleep  
at night’

• Making a positive impact 
on society and your local 
community

4.
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Improve your
reputation

A growing number of retail 
and business customers are 
choosing to purchase from 
responsible businesses. 
That can present a 
competitive advantage for 
those businesses that can 
authentically demonstrate 
that they are sustainable. 
In our Navigator research, 
for example, more than 
three quarters (78%) of 
businesses said that a more 
sustainability-driven  
business model would have 
a positive impact on their 
overall growth5.

1.

The benefits of being  
more sustainable

Efficiency and
cost savings

More effective management 
of energy, water or raw 
materials can save  
you money.

Adopting circular practices 
could help reduce raw 
material costs and minimise 
your vulnerability to supply 
chain disruption.

2.
Regulatory
compliance

Regulation around 
sustainability is increasing. 
Ensuring you comply can 
save you the cost of non-
compliance and the potential 
reputational damage of  
a breach.

3.
Financial
incentives

There are a number of tax 
relief schemes and incentives 
for businesses to be more 
sustainable.

4.
Reduce 

risk

The effects of climate change, 
such as extreme weather 
events, are growing and may 
cause interruption to global 
supply chains or reduce a 
business’ ability to secure 
insurance. As economies 
continue to transition to a 
low or zero carbon future, 
monitoring emerging risks, 
demonstrating that you are 
taking steps to reduce your 
risk or exposure, and future-
proofing your business will be 
increasingly important.

5.
Attract

investors

As your business grows, 
having a robust sustainability 
policy can help attract 
investors focused on 
enhancing their sustainable 
portfolios and can unlock 
opportunities through green 
finance initiatives.

94% of companies expect 
to move away from 
environmentally- and socially-
challenged business models 
in the next 5 years6.

6.
Attract and retain

the best talent

With growing awareness 
of sustainability, potential 
employees are casting a 
critical eye over businesses 
and are more likely to  
vote with their feet for  
those businesses  
performing strongly.

8.

7.

5 https://www.business.hsbc.com/-/media/media/global/pdf/articles/hsbc-navigator-report-uk.ashx
6 HSBC Sustainable Financing and Investing Survey 2021

The environment  
and society

By making changes to be 
more sustainable in your 
business practices, you will, 
of course, have a positive 
impact on the environment 
and wider society.

8. 
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Step 1
Find a focus

Step 2
Set yourself targets

Step 3
Assess your return on 
investment

Step 4
Get started

Step 5
Measure your progress

Step 6
Be flexible

Step 7
Share your experience

Understand where you are 
Carrying out an audit of your business 
and its operations can help you 
work out where there are gaps and 
opportunities and help you find a focus 
to start becoming more sustainable. For 
example, perhaps your energy costs are 
rising, you’re struggling to recruit, or your 
raw materials are becoming difficult or 
expensive to source.

Consider your stakeholders 
That can mean examining upcoming 
regulation that may directly affect your 
business, or speaking to customers, 
suppliers or your employees about 
what’s important to them and whether 
there are aspects of your service or 
product that concern them. 

Look at your competition 
Checking out what your peers are doing 
can help give you an insight into what’s 
possible and also ensure your business 
isn’t getting left behind. 

Find your niche 
Sustainability is a huge area and trying 
to address every challenge is likely to be 
counter-productive. Find areas where 
you can make a difference and where 
you can own that commitment. For a 
manufacturer, that may be reducing 
energy or water consumption, for an 
online retailer it might be addressing 
excess packaging or delivery, whilst a 
food business may choose to focus on 
sustainable and ethical provenance. 
Finding something that is material 
for your business, allows you to 
make a meaningful impact and one 
that resonates with your employees, 
customers, suppliers and investors 
makes your commitment more authentic.

Your targets can be as ambitious as you 
like, but having a range of targets across 
different areas of sustainability can help 
you create a more focused strategy. 
Ensure that the targets can be measured 
and set timeframes to help you move 
forward. Benchmarking against other 
businesses in your sector or even 
against leaders in particular areas of 
sustainability can help you assess  
your position and ultimately measure 
your progress.  

Investing in long-term sustainability  
goals can seem daunting, but the 
rewards are clear. A report by McKinsey, 
for example, found that financial 
performance improved amongst those 
businesses pursuing a more sustainable 
strategy7. Meanwhile our own Navigator 
2021 survey found that 78% of 
businesses see sustainability having 
a positive impact on growth8. Beyond 
purely financial return, think about how 
investing in sustainability could improve 
your wider business, for example, 
enhanced customer perception and 
advocacy or your ability to attract and 
retain talent.

Get everyone involved 
Sustainability is about company culture 
and collective responsibility rather than 
a top down diktat, so make sure you 
take everyone with you on the journey. 
Creating forums for sharing ideas, 
working groups for key actions, and 
even involving the local community can 
make a real difference and can increase 
advocacy and engagement. Increasingly 
employees care about sustainability and 
engaging them from the outset can only 
enhance the process.

Agree streams of activity 
From the big strategic aims, such as 
committing to net zero by a certain date,  
to changing your light bulbs to more  
energy efficient options. Having some 
readily achievable aims can help 
maintain motivation.

Commit to checking your progress at 
regular intervals and be transparent and 
open about how things are going. Doing 
something is better than doing nothing, 
and many initiatives will build their 
own momentum given time. Regularly 
publicising your achievements around 
sustainability can also have a positive 
impact on stakeholders.

There’s a lot of innovation happening 
around technology, so things can change 
very quickly, and you need to be agile 
enough to respond to that change. It 
may mean adjusting your targets or the 
means of achieving them.

Talking about the challenges and 
opportunities of becoming more 
sustainable can encourage other 
businesses to get on board. It can  
also help you learn new ways of 
overcoming issues and explore new 
ways of doing things.

There are a number of different 
frameworks available for businesses 
looking to embrace sustainability. The 
Carbon Trust, for example, or the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals or 
even B Corp Certification. Globally, 
more than 1,000 businesses are working 
with the Science Based Targets initiative 
(SBTi) to reduce their emissions. More 
details on the guiding principles of the 
initiative and how it can help target net 
zero emissions are available in our  
Net Zero Guide.

How to get started on your sustainability journey

7 https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Sustainability/Our%20Insights/Profits%20with%20purpose/Profits%20with%20Purpose.ashx
8 HSBC Navigator Survey 2021
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While long associated with chemical processing 
across the energy, industrial and transportation 
sectors, hydrogen today represents a method of 
long-term clean energy storage and distribution if 
produced sustainably, and a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to de-carbonize the planet.

Next Hydrogen is a Mississauga, Ontario-based 
developer and manufacturer of electrolyzers—
machine units that perform water electrolysis9, 
the most sustainable hydrogen energy production 
method that uses electricity to split water 
molecules to produce hydrogen, with oxygen as 
the only by-product.

Founded in 2008 by Dr. Jim Hinatsu, Dr. Michael 
Stemp, and a cohort of successful renewable 
energy entrepreneurs, Next Hydrogen is 
revolutionizing sustainable hydrogen production 
at scale, and fast becoming a Canadian success 
story.

“While the technology has been around for about 
a century, we are the first to significantly change 
the design of electrolyzers,” says Kasia Malz, Chief 
Financial Officer, Next Hydrogen. “Whereas most 
companies fine-tune or swap out component 
materials, we’ve completely revamped the design 
to make it more efficient.”

Finding the right partner

As Next Hydrogen began its journey from 
startup to scale-up, establishing a collaborative 
relationship with a trusted banking partner was 
vital to their success.

“When you’re in such a fast-paced environment, 
you need answers and direction right away,” 
says Malz. “HSBC have always been there for us. 
They tell me what I can and cannot do, ensure I 
understand the variables, and help me make the 
right decisions before moving forward.”

HSBC also introduced Malz and her team to 
HSBC’s Green Deposits program, which lets 
Canadian small and medium-sized enterprises 
invest in sustainable initiatives.

“It was a happy accident,” says Malz. “Even 
though sustainability is built into our entire 
offering—it’s in our DNA—we were having 
difficulty figuring out how to communicate our 
ESG strategy to the world for the first time. Once 
we discovered Green Deposits, we knew they 
were going to be a critical part of enhancing our 
mission.”

“Green Deposits provides our corporate and public 
sector clients, who may have limited financing 
options but still have surplus cash available, with 
the opportunity to make direct investments in 
environmentally beneficial projects,” says Michael 
Klopchic, HSBC’s Country Head for Canada, 
Global Liquidity and Cash Management. “These 
deposits enable companies to incorporate their 
sustainability agenda into their entire business 
model and demonstrates a real commitment to 
sustainability through concrete financial action.”

Discover how Canadian businesses 
are embracing sustainability

9 Hydrogen Production: Electrolysis from Energy.gov

Read Next Hydrogen’s story of a successful rise from a Canadian 
renewable energy startup to global sustainability leader.
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Lynnwood Roofing, a commercial roofing contractor specializing in installation 
and repairs, is working hard to change — a solar panel at a time.

With its status as the oil and gas capital of 
Canada, Alberta may not come to mind as a 
Canadian sustainability and green energy leader.

But that’s a reputation that Lynnwood Roofing, 
a commercial roofing contractor specializing in 
installation and repairs serving the Calgary area, 
is working hard to change — one solar panel at a 
time.

The sunbelt advantage

Expanding into solar panel installation is a natural 
fit for a roofing company, if not properly installed 
by roofers, solar panel installation frequently 
damages roof surfaces causing a need for 
replacement or repair.

Because traditional installation is usually 
performed by electricians, competition in the solar 
roofing market is limited, presenting Lynnwood 
Roofing with a unique opportunity to expand its 
product and service offerings.

“Solar started as a side interest,” says Ryan 
Cornforth, Operations Manager. “A few years ago, 
we worked on a construction project that ended 
up having a solar roof installed and saw first-hand 
how all the simple and complex parts interacted 
with each other and came together. We quickly 
discovered that many solar contractors were 
unaware of what’s happening on the structural 
and building envelope side of construction.”

The company's growing experience with 
solar roofing projects led to their decision to 
expand Lynnwood Roofing by incorporating 
Rocky Mountain Solar Co., a company offering 

commercial and residential roofing and solar 
solutions in Southern Alberta.

While there are some government incentives 
for commercial adoption of renewable energy, 
particularly due to the way the province’s utilities 
and grid are structured, Cornforth likens Albertans’ 
rising appetite for renewables to his own 
experience working with and understanding solar.

“From a private sector side, [solar adoption] 
is more driven by the ‘passion project’ people 
that are really into it,” says Cornforth. “Quite 
frankly, we get a ton of phone calls from people 
saying, ‘I want solar panels on my roof, but I 
don’t know where to start.’ And a large part of it 
is coming from the corporate sustainability side 
– ESG reporting isn’t just a good idea, it’s now 
mandatory.”

A lasting financial partnership

“HSBC has been Lynnwood’s great supporter 
ever since we’ve been involved in the business,” 
says Justin Cote, President. “As we seem to have 
become early adopters, we’ve been able to chat 
with various HSBC teams and give our input on 
what we’re seeing in Alberta.”

Cornforth adds: “While other banks are adapting 
their products and services to get on board 
with sustainability, they aren’t asking the right 
questions or are sometimes just throwing money 
at the problem. HSBC works hard to create a 
product that works for large-scale commercial, 
institutional and industrial customers, and that 
takes customer input and expectations into 
account.”

“The conversation was focused on their needs, 
and how HSBC could help them meet their 
financing requirements while also advancing 
their commitment to sustainable operations,” 
Angie Lamarsh, Head of Sustainable Finance, 
Commercial Banking with HSBC Bank Canada. 
“To date, the market has trended towards very 
large facilities for multi-national corporations, but 
this transaction demonstrates how sustainable 
finance can be leveraged to support businesses of 
any size.”

Building—and leading—by example

Cote and Cornforth expect to invest considerable 
time and resources into redesigning Lynnwood’s 
office in downtown Calgary and engaging with 
different sustainable construction methods, from 
insulation to a new HVAC system, to create a net-
zero working space.

“Once we start to dig into our own backyard a 
little more, we’ll have a better understanding of 
what the best, most practical solutions are for 
our customers,” says Cornforth. “It shows that 
we’re walking the walk and doing what we say we 
believe in, not just riding the solar wave.”

As Lynnwood Roofing continues to uncover new 
opportunities to grow and scale its business while 
advancing Alberta’s renewable energy transition, 
HSBC will continue to work alongside Cote, 
Cornforth and their employees by identifying and 
engaging the right tools for sustainable success.
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PRT Growing Services grows trees. Lots of 
trees. Over its 30-year history, the company has 
delivered 4.5 billion seedlings to help governments 
and timber producers replant forested areas. It has 
branched out from its home on Vancouver Island 
to become the largest producer of container-
grown forest seedlings in North America, 
operating a network of 21 growing and cold 
storage facilities in the US and Canada.

At a time when the world is ramping up 
reforestation efforts, companies like PRT are an 
essential link in the sustainability chain, serving on 
the front line in the fight against climate change.

They can also be attractive investment 
opportunities.

Enter Instar Asset Management, a Toronto-based 
private capital firm specialising in infrastructure 
investments that deliver essential services across 
North America. Instar spotted the value in PRT, 
acquiring the company earlier this year and 
investing in its future with enhanced operations 
and a plan for growth.

“Improving the resilience of our forests has never 
been more important,” said Gregory J. Smith, 
President and Chief Executive Officer, Instar 
Asset Management. “We are excited to partner 
with PRT as we expand the company’s reach and 
bring a positive environmental impact to more 
communities.”

Sustainable forestry is a core component of 
the global push to reduce carbon emissions 
and combat the effects of climate change. If 
deforestation continues at its current rate, the 
impact on the environment will soon become 
irreversible as temperatures rise and more forest 
land is degraded. Even the Amazon basin now 
emits more CO2 than it absorbs, a group of 
Brazilian scientists found this year.

Reforestation, on the other hand, can reverse 
some of the damage and improve the outlook 
for the forestry industry, by creating more 
opportunities for sustainable cultivation and 
safeguarding jobs.

Canada committed in 2020 to plant 2 billion trees 
over 10 years to lower emissions by up to 12 
megatonnes a year by 2050, part of its scaled-
up climate plan to reach net zero. This year the 
government allocated C$3.2 billion towards the 
programme, to be spent over the next decade.

Globally, the World Economic Forum is promoting 
a campaign to conserve, restore and grow 1 
trillion trees by 2030 by emphasising the need 
to protect the world’s natural ecosystems and 
the power of nature-based solutions in the fight 
against climate change.

Initiatives like these are raising awareness in the 
private sector of the need to invest in biodiversity, 
and the potential of nature-based investments.

“Protecting our ecosystems is not just a job for 
governments and the public sector. Companies 
like PRT prove that private stakeholders can also 
benefit from the transition to a more sustainable 
future,” said Angie Lamarsh, Head of Sustainable 
Finance, Commercial Banking, at HSBC Bank 
Canada.

HSBC stepped forward as Green Loan Coordinator 
on a C$90 million Green Loan to support 
Instar’s acquisition and PRT’s future growth, 
taking responsibility for ensuring that operations 
complied with global market standards.

“Green financing allows innovative companies 
to expand their decarbonization initiatives and 
help mitigate the effects of climate change,” said 
Lamarsh.

HSBC has committed to mobilize at least US$750 
billion by 2030 to support businesses in the 
transition to a more climate-friendly, low-carbon 
future. Green loans, which fund projects with 
clear environmental benefits, are a key part of this 
target.

How can a green loan help to rebuild North America’s forests?

Learn how HSBC’s green financing is helping connect 
seedling producer PRT to its next branch of growth
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At HSBC, we want to help our clients turn their sustainability ambitions into an 
achievable transition that makes business sense.

Our Sustainable Lending Proposition includes:

• Green Term Loans and Leases - available to 
Large Corporates, Mid-Market Enterprises and 
SMEs looking to secure funding for sustainable 
activities adhering to the Green Loan Principles 
(GLP).

• Green Revolving Credit Facilities (RCF) - a 
Green RCF enables companies to access funds 
when required, depending on sustainable 
cash flow needs and adhering to the Green 
Loan Principles (GLP), and is available for a 
minimum loan value of CAD1M.

• Sustainability-Linked Loans – aim to 
incentivize companies to make sustainability 
improvements by linking a borrower’s cost 
of capital to ESG/sustainability metrics. 
Available to Large Corporates and Mid-Market 
Enterprises with a minimum facility size of 
CAD1M.

• Green Trade Finance - trade finance facility 
of funded products such as Trade Loans and 

Receivables Finance is made available to 
exclusively fund environmentally sustainable 
trade activities (e.g. purchase, supply or trading 
and can be evidenced by underlying trade 
transaction documents) adhering to the Green 
Loan Principles (GLP).

• Sustainable Trade Instruments - Guarantees, 
Letters of Credit, or Standby Letters of Credit 
issued under a sustainable trade facility 
made available to exclusively facilitate 
environmentally and/or socially sustainable 
economic activities.

All credit is subject to status adjudication.

Green lending can be used to finance a range of 
projects or activities. Examples include:

• Renewable energy
• Energy efficient projects
• Pollution prevention or control
• Environmental sustainability
• Conservation
• Sustainable transport
• Waste and wastewater management

Through our comprehensive sustainable finance 
strategy and our bold commitment to build a more 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive future, we want 
to help our customers unlock climate solutions. 
For those in sectors facing constraints on the 
path to net zero our range of transition finance 
solutions, helps them get started.

Our approach is multi-faceted, because we know 
that our customers face different challenges and 
opportunities and that there is no one size fits all 
solution.

Find out more about our suite of sustainable 
finance products or speak to your Relationship 
Manager.

Sustainable Finance: Working 
together to deliver achievable change
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Visit our Sustainability Hub to find out 
more and get your business started on its 
journey to a more sustainable future.

Click here to view the 
Sustainability Hub

© Copyright HSBC Bank Canada 2022. All rights reserved. Issued by HSBC Bank Canada (“HSBC”). This information presented is for illustrative purposes only and is subject to change without notice. 

https://www.business.hsbc.ca/en-ca/campaigns/sustainable-finance

