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Reflections on Sustainability Leadership. The case of “Sustainable Merton”





Introduction
This essay introduces Sustainable Merton (https://www.sustainablemerton.org/ ) – a sustainability charity in the London Borough of Merton. Sustainable Merton runs several projects tackling root causes of sustainability issues and demonstrates great leadership in sustainable action, education and partnerships.
The essay starts with a literature review of the concepts of sustainability and leadership. Then, Sustainable Merton and its projects are introduced to create a setting for the discussion. In the final section, Sustainable Merton’s contribution to sustainability and its leadership is discussed and critically assessed, and suggestions for further improvements are made.
Literature review
This section offers a brief overview of the concepts of sustainability and leadership. It is intended to provide definitions and concepts which will be used in the subsequent discussion to critically assess Sustainable Merton’s Sustainable Leadership performance.
Sustainability
The consequences of humans’ inconsiderate unsustainable actions have become more visible. People are globally suffering from climate change which has led to more frequently occurring extreme weather conditions causing droughts, wildfires, water scarcity and, on the other hand, floods. Further, increasing amounts of waste, the extinction of species, poverty, social injustice and inequality resulting in wars causing refugees to leave their homelands are challenging issues for the global society (GlobeScan, 2019).
Environmental catastrophes are increasingly affecting developed Western countries and thus have become more important to governments, businesses and society in general during the past decades (Glavič and Lukman, 2007). Consumers become more informed about sustainability issues and, hence, their expectations grow. Businesses are aware of their customers’ and other stakeholders’ expectations and, therefore, publish sustainability reports and advertise their sustainable products to get customers’ legitimisation (Signitzer and Prexl, 2007, Dyllick and Muff, 2016). However, greenhouse gas emissions kept increasing over the last decades and we are extracting over three times more natural resources than in 1970 (United Nations, 2019). Further, at big company events and in town hall meetings sustainability is not a topic on the agenda.

There are many definitions of sustainability. Costanza and Patten (1995) distinguished between biological and economical sustainability, referring to biological sustainability as the prevention of extinction and economical sustainability as the prevention of collapses and discontinuities. Hodge (1997) referred to the term sustainability as “the persistence over an apparently indefinite future of certain necessary and desired characteristics of both the ecosystem and the human subsystem within”. Giddens and Sutton (2013) highlighted that global inequalities must be fought to achieve ecological sustainability.

There are four root causes of unsustainability (Magnin, 2013). First, humans extract natural resources such as oil, gas, minerals, metals and groundwater reserves from the earth’s crust causing damage to it. Second, humans pollute the natural environment, for example, with artificially created chemical compounds that take a long time to break down (e.g., a plastic bottle takes 450 years to degrade (WWF, 2021). Humans also create natural substances such as carbon dioxide in far too large quantities that nature cannot cope with. Third, we impede nature to run cycles by logging trees at a faster rate than they can regrow and by destroying ecosystems for the construction of parking lots, industrial buildings etc. Fourth, we create barriers for people to meet their basic needs, for example, when we buy fast fashion which is produced in sweatshops where people have to endure poor work conditions for a low wage (Magnin, 2021).
To combat the unsustainable behaviour of humans, society must first be made aware of its devastating consequences. Being aware of these negative outcomes allows humans to understand the need and urgency to change their unsustainable behaviour (Kotter, 1995).
Public Relations can make use of techniques such as Social Marketing and modern social media technologies to promote sustainable behaviours, for communicating sustainability knowledge to amplify their outreach and influence a broader part of the society in regard to a more responsible sustainability-oriented culture (Signitzer and Prexl, 2007, Gordon et al., 2011, De Leo et al., 2016).
Leadership
It takes sustainable leadership to turn the wheel of society’s unsustainable behaviour.
However, there is not one explicit universal definition of leadership that scholars and businesses have agreed on. Various definitions, understanding and perceptions of the term leadership are contingent on the cultural context in which leadership is discussed (Dickson et al., 2003). Generally, a leader is expected to be able to motivate, engage and empower people to support the achievement of (organisational) goals, or more briefly, to secure people’s voluntary commitment (Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2006).
Leadership can be executed at the individual level: coaching and inspiring individuals, at the group level: managing conflict and creating a common understanding, at the organisational level: implementing a change of business culture, and even at a national level, bringing about revolutions and political change (Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2006).
There are different types of leaders. Monarchs, for example, inherit their leadership position by birth; politicians are appointed; bureaucratic structures within organisations give their members the authority to lead; in some fields, experts take the lead due to their knowledge; and history has shown leaders who were able to lead people because of their charismatic personality e.g. Mahatma Gandhi and Jean D’Arc (Pettinger, Bligh and Robinson, 2010).
According to McGregor’s theory X (Morse and Lorsch, 1970), people do not want to work or take over responsibility, therefore, an authoritarian leadership style is required to achieve organisational goals. Theory Y, on the other hand, assumes that people want to get responsibility and have a desire to realise their ideas to solve problems. Hence, the more mature an employee the less authoritarian and controlling leadership style is needed and the more responsibility can be given to the employee. Morse and Lorsch (1970) built their contingency theory upon McGregor’s theories X and Y. It stipulates that organisation, task and people must function well together and that people would thrive to achieve ever more competency. 
Leadership styles vary depending on how changes are enforced and how decisions are made. Transactional leaders rely on their authority defined by the organisation’s bureaucratic structure and focus on the rules and tasks within that given structure using punishment and rewards to achieve employees’ compliance. Whereas transformational leaders create appealing visions, call for higher moral values and inspire employees to commit themselves to contribute their creative problem-solving skills for the common goal achievement (Ng and Sears, 2012). Autocratic leaders impose their decisions top-down whereas consultative leaders would consult their team before decision making and democratic leaders make their decisions together with the group by democratically voting or by taking counsel with them (Pettinger, 2007). 
Leaders are often attributed positive traits such as enthusiasm, determination, spirit, being visionary, high levels of emotional intelligence, empathy and self-awareness (Pettinger, 2007, Dickson et al., 2003). However, the performance of leaders is contingent on the expectations and is strongly influenced by culture and gender (House et al., 1999, Bligh and Robinson, 2010). Resulting in a critical view of a leader, who, according to Drucker (2004), may not necessarily be the most effective manager.
Leaders have been criticised for having an exaggerated sense of self-importance, lacking empathy and being demanding toward others to pursue only their own interests (Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2006). There were leaders who have been described as malicious and manipulative, sometimes leading to disastrous outcomes of charismatic leadership (Brexit, War in Ukraine and so on) (Mabrouk, 2018, Den Hartog et al., 1999). However, the critical assessment of leaders and leadership is not part of this essay and will not be explored further.
Sustainable Merton – a sustainability Leader
The charity Sustainable Merton was founded in 2007 and has since then taken various actions to achieve its vision of making the borough of Merton more sustainable by making it a healthier, greener and more liveable, and a good place to work for their community. They intend to achieve this through protection and regeneration of the natural environment, and education in sustainability. They are supported by around sixty so-called Community Champions who volunteer to help achieve the charity’s goals (Charity Commission, 2021, Sustainable Merton, 2022).
Sustainable Merton focuses on four key areas to make the borough a greener, healthier and more liveable and nicer place to work in London. These are Waste, Air Quality, Energy and Food.
Project Waste
The global society generates more than two billion tonnes of solid waste per year. This is estimated to increase by 62% in 2050. One-third of the waste is mismanaged concerning the natural environment (Worldbank, 2022). In the UK, textiles are a fast increasing part of waste with nearly 10,000 garments dumped every five minutes (Lyon, 2019).
Sustainable Merton organises monthly litter picks to combat the pollution of green spaces and natural waters. 
The charity established a “library of things” where people can bring their things they would otherwise have sent to a landfill. These items can now be borrowed by Merton’s citizens, thus, they do not have to buy new stuff which they would dispose of after some time. Additionally, Sustainable Merton introduced the workshop “Preloved” – providing training for community members in sewing, stitching, mending and upcycling clothes. 
The promotion of the “Refill App” (Figure 1) to find locations where you can refill for free your bottles with water, places where you can bring your own cup to be filled with coffee and granting discounts for it, places where you can bring your own lunchboxes for take-away food, and shops where you can purchase plastic-free groceries is another way to prevent waste generation. 
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[bookmark: _Ref104734602]Figure 1 - ReFill App interface and features
Project Air Quality
Air pollution globally causes around 7 million deaths per year (World Health Organisation, 2022). Air pollution is often associated with countries such as Bangladesh, India and Pakistan (World Population Review, 2022). However, in the UK too air pollution is a significant issue that affects the environment as well as humans’ health. In London air pollution contributes to 9,400 premature deaths per year and the loss of biodiversity (London Councils, 2017).
Sustainable Merton’s project “Air Quality” is aimed at tackling air pollution within London’s borough of Merton. One of the actions to improve Merton’s Air Quality was to plant 250 trees in 2018 together with their volunteers and a local primary school. 
As educational action, Sustainable Merton published a handbook about air quality informing the community about the consequences of air pollution and giving advice on how to reduce air pollution and improve air quality through day-to-day actions. For example, they promote the use of biodegradable cleaning products without toxic vapours, green homes and outdoor areas, and the reduction of car idling. To each piece of advice Sustainable Merton gives, they explain the issue, the actions people can take to mitigate the problem, and the benefits of the actions and they resolve myths such as turning a vehicle off and on would use more fuel than keeping the motor running.

Further, Sustainable Merton supports Merton Council’s air quality action plan and promotes walking, cycling, the use of public transport, and car-sharing. They intend to make community members aware of alternatives to using the car. This improves the air quality and at the same time health and well-being of the community members due to less polluted air and physical outdoor exercise.
Project Energy
Since the 1990s the annual world total energy supply has increased by 65.6% to around 600 exajoules in 2018. The three largest components of the global energy mix making up 82.1% of primary energy production are fossil fuels oil, coal and gas (United Nations Department of Economic Social Affairs, 2021). The reduction of fossil fuel consumption is critical for the achievement of the Paris Agreement to prevent the global average temperature from rising more than 1.5 degrees (Chadwick, 2021).
Sustainable Merton published an energy saving handbook to give people advice on how they can easily save energy in their day-to-day lives. They propose small practical changes such as reducing the time in the shower by one minute or turning off stand-by modes to reduce energy consumption. Further, they suggest using smart meters that show energy use in real-time. The latter is aimed at securing behavioural change (Meadows, 2008).
Further, Sustainable Merton supports partner projects such as CREW energy to become a local energy advisor. CREW energy is a not-for-profit organisation to help local businesses find ways to reduce their energy consumption.
The most recent project, “Solar Together” is a partnership that contributes to Sadiq Khan’s Solar Action Plan aiming to double London’s solar energy generation.
Project Food
Another sustainability issue which Sustainable Merton wants to tackle is food. On the one hand, about 931 million tonnes of food globally are wasted every year, contributing around 10% of the global greenhouse gas emissions (Marchant, 2021).
In the UK around 13 million tonnes of food are wasted yearly (DEFRA, 2021a, WRAP.org.uk, 2021). On the other hand, around 8% of the UK’s population suffers from food insecurity (DEFRA, 2021b, Sustain, 2022). 
The Community Fridge is one of Sustainable Merton’s food initiatives to combat the issues of food waste and food poverty by redistributing donated surplus food within the community (Sustainable Merton, 2022).
Further, the charity’s initiative Community Garden helps Merton’s community members to grow their own food and to enjoy the work in green spaces in the company of like-minded people. 
Discussion
I believe that Sustainable Merton is a great example of sustainability leadership. They tackle the four root causes of unsustainability (Table 1), engage and inspire the community members, and empower individuals in becoming sustainability leaders. 
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The first part of this section explains their contribution to sustainability, and the next part of the discussion critically assesses their leadership.
Project Waste
The monthly litter picks help to mitigate the pollution through waste within the borough. The workshop “Preloved” tackles the constant increase of pollution through textile waste and contributes to the reduction of resource extraction for the production of new garments. The promotion of the Refill App helps community members to avoid the usage of single-use plastic bottles and lunch packaging that end up in landfills and there pollute the soil. Additionally, no natural resources have to be extracted for new single-use plastic bottles. 
Project Air Quality
The tree planting action enables nature to run cycles by trees cooling the air through evapotranspiration and, absorbing carbon dioxide from it. The Air Quality handbook enables the educated community members to prevent air pollution and, for example, by stopping idling they reduce resource extraction through burning less gasoline. The promotion of cycling, walking and public transport further tackles pollution and resource extraction as a result of less consumption of fossil fuels. 
Project Energy
By providing education in form of the Energy Saving handbook Sustainable Merton enables its knowledgeable community members to contribute to the reduction of natural resource extraction such as fossil fuels which are a primary source of energy. Additionally, the decline in fossil fuel burning reduces pollution. The collaboration with CREW energy educates businesses and enables them to help reduce the extraction of natural resources and CO2 pollution through fossil fuel burning by saving energy. Solar Together enables community members to get access to affordable renewable energy generated on their premises. This too contributes to less natural resource extraction and less CO2 pollution as a result of less burning of fossil fuels.
Project Food 
The Community Fridge is filled with donated surplus food which otherwise would have ended up in a landfill. Therefore, this initiative helps to reduce pollution through food waste whilst at the same time removing a barrier for food-insecure people to meet their basic needs. The Community Garden initiative enables community members to grow own food tackling food insecurity and, working within a green garden has positive effects on mental and physical wellbeing. Thus, this initiative too removes barriers for people to meet their basic needs. Additionally, making gardens and growing plants helps nature to run cycles.
Sustainable Merton’s leadership
Sustainability leaders accept personal responsibility and show considerate environmental and social behaviour regardless of their formal position in an organisation (Ferdig, 2007).
The Community Champions of Sustainable Merton are all making contributions to sustainability solutions and engaging in environmental and social sustainability projects. Therefore, these champions are sustainability leaders who lead together with the other members. 
Leaders are visionaries who use their emotional intelligence to induce significant change (Mabrouk, 2018). Sustainable Merton has recognised the social and environmental needs of its community. With their four projects Waste, Air Quality, Energy and Food they have effected change and started to realise their vision to make Merton a greener, healthier and more liveable and enjoyable place to work. 
Real Leadership enables the people involved to identify with the goals of the organisation (Pettinger, 2007). The members of Sustainable Merton are wholeheartedly committed to the achievement of the charity’s goals and have made these their own personal goals.
Sustainability leaders do not necessarily have to provide solutions. Rather, they enable other people to accumulate all their knowledge and inspire each other to create innovative solutions to address unsustainability (Ferdig, 2007). Involving a wide range of skills, including members of different backgrounds and genders, and applying a variety of leadership styles and qualities enhances leadership performance (Wiengarten et al., 2017).
The members and trustees of Sustainable Merton are a diverse group of female and male, old and young people with various cultural and educational backgrounds. Therefore, they provide a huge collective source of knowledge, creative ideas and problem-solving skills to tackle unsustainability. 
Leaders cannot be developed solely by stand-alone training without continuous practice (Pettinger, 2007). Sustainable Merton continuously involves their Community Champions in various sustainability discussions and activities enabling them to become real sustainability leaders.
Sustained sustainability leadership requires the empowerment of other members within a system to become sustainability leaders themselves. This enables the multiplication of sustainability leadership power and enhances sustained positive outcomes (Fullan, 2004). Sustainable Merton creates new leaders within their organisation and the community.
In summary, whichever viewpoint of leadership we apply Sustainable Merton’s actions show elements of great leadership. 
Potential improvements
Sustainable Merton is not vocal enough about its work. I only found out about it during my research. However, people who are not yet aware of sustainability issues and are not yet longing to contribute to sustainability would not be aware of the organisation. Sustainable Merton could use social marketing and be more active on social media to promote their work. Additionally, activities in public spaces (e.g. litter picking along the river Wandle) could be used to engage passers-by and educate them about the organisation’s aims.
Another leadership capability is the ability to inspire people and to communicate grand ideas in a simple, direct and positive statement, explaining, how and why this is to be achieved, and the benefits that this will bring to others as the result. It is no use having a good idea if people do not recognise it as such (Pettinger, 2007). 
I believe that the “Air quality handbook” is a great idea, however, when there is a lack of education and this handbook is not publicly promoted community does not benefit from this handbook.
Finally, the content of a leader's vision is critical. It is the content of a leader's message that invites followers to embark down the leader's chosen path, and motivates and reassures followers to continue when that path becomes difficult (Bligh and Robinson, 2010). I think that a much more powerful vision must be communicated. We must paint an overwhelming picture of a clean, green city contrasted by a dull, grey, neighbourhood full of litter.
Summary
A holistic system thinking with considerations for long term effects of individual actions is an important quality of a sustainability leader (Ferdig, 2007, Fullan, 2004, Meadows, 2008).
I believe that Sustainable Merton is a great example of shared and expanding leadership. Specifically, knowledge-sharing is essential to achieve a common understanding of sustainability, create a sense of identity and decide on common sustainability goals within a human social system such as organisations or communities. This knowledge creation and sharing enables ongoing personal development and innovation and enhances the achievement of environmental and social sustainability solutions (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2007, Signitzer and Prexl, 2007, Ferdig, 2007). I support and admire Sustainable Merton’s efforts to engage the community in an educational and inspiring conversation about sustainability issues. As a next step I am planning to contact Sustainable Merton to learn more about their work and perhaps volunteer with them. 
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