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Sustainable entrepreneurship in the creative industries: a harmonious entrepreneurship business model.`

“The many environmental and social problems that now loom large on  our horizon  cannot be solved by carrying on with the very approach that has caused them”. (HRH The Prince of Wales et. al  2012,3)


Introduction

Entrepreneurship was first taught at Harvard Business School in 1947 and until the early years of the 21st century, it remained a subject that focused on new venture creation (Timmons and Spinelli, 2009 )  and was taught to Business School students (Birley and Muzyka,2000; Bygrave, 1994). In the early years of the 21st century this began to change as attention focussed  more on the development of an entrepreneurial mindset (Kirby 2003, 2004 and 2007) and by 2008 the European Commission had concluded  that entrepreneurship education was for everyone, not just students of business administration (European Commission, 2008). Subsequently, the teaching of entrepreneurship began to spread and be adopted in programmes other than business administration. However, although awareness of  entrepreneurship has increased and it is believed to have the potential to address the sustainability challenge (Villar and  Miralles, 2019) it does not appear to have  been doing so (Hall, et.al.,2010). Even with the introduction of such new forms as eco (Kainrath, 2011), humane (Kim, et.al., 2018) and social entrepreneurship (Borzaga and  Defourny,  2001) questions have continued to  be asked about whether entrepreneurship and sustainability are compatible (Gawel, 2012). Indeed, it can be argued that entrepreneurship is responsible for the sustainability crisis the planet is currently facing having created many of the current environmental and social challenges (Appendix A). Accordingly this has led Schaltegger, et. al., (2016, 4) to acknowledge that both   “scholars and practitioners are therefore increasingly exploring whether modified and completely new business models can help maintain or even increase, economic prosperity by either radically reducing negative or creating positive external effects for the natural environment and society.” 

Aim and methodology.

The aim of the article, therefore,  is to  address this issue – to examine the problem in order  to understand why entrepreneurship in general has failed to address, successfully, the sustainability challenge and  to propose a new business model that will enable creative entrepreneurship  to make a positive contribution. It does this by adopting an inductive research approach that is based on four purposively written and selected  case studies. While the research of Henry and Foss (2015) concludes that “the case method is still not fully accepted as a legitimate research approach within the upper echelons of published entrepreneurship scholarship”, many universities have their own collections and books are now being produced that present cases that exemplify various aspects of the global entrepreneurship phenomenon (e.g Hayton et.al 2014; Reed and Brunson 2021). In this  research project rather than using pre-existing cases,   over 70 original entrepreneurial cases that address the sustainability challenge  have been compiled from around the world (https://harmonious-entrepreneurship.org).  The three creative industry cases presented here are drawn from Wales,  a country that in 2015 introduced the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act to address the sustainability challenge for it to become a leading circular economy.


The Challenge and a proposed solution

In their 2021 publication Kirby and El-Kaffass analyse the problem of why entrepreneurship has not addressed, successfully, the sustainability challenge. They conclude that the problem arises because the planet is an interconnected  system  which means that, in accordance with General Systems Theory (Von Bertalanffy, 2015), it is not possible to address the sustainability challenge  by addressing just one facet of it as has been the case. Given  the inter-connectivity and systemic  nature of the problem, any attempt to address one element in the system will impact on other, connected elements and will bring about and/or require change. Hence in appendix A, the entrepreneurial drive to create wealth and jobs (Birch, 1979) impacted negatively on  both the environment and the people – the workforce and their families. The researchers suggest, therefore,  that in order to address the sustainability challenge entrepreneurship will need   to adopt Ashby’s (1968) Law of Requisite Variety. This implies that only variety can absorb variety  - that the solution must be equal to or greater than the number of factors involved. Thus they    contend that  if sustainability is to flourish,  and both   future damage and the mistakes of the past are to be  avoided, a holistic,  harmonious approach to entrepreneurship is required. It is not sufficient for entrepreneurship to be categorised as social, commercial, eco,  humane, etc.,  and implemented independently. Rather, the approaches need to be integrated or harmonised and the likely ramifications of any innovation need to be anticipated and addressed, resulting in a triple bottom line business model  (Elkington, 1999 ) in which profit, planet and people are in harmony.  


In a subsequent publication (Kirby, et.al. 2022a),  the researchers  extend the concept to include the  Friedman (1970) doctrine that the sole responsibility of business is to “make as much money as possible”.  This has tended to  dominate business practice for much of the past 50 years if not longer, together with the concept of shareholder satisfaction. They argue, however, that this needs to be rejected and  both entrepreneurs and business leaders need to focus on what Friedman actually said, namely   that business is about “making as much money as possible while conforming to the basic rules of society both those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom”. While laws relating to the environment and its protection are evident in all developed and many developing economies they are  relatively recent, whereas ethical custom relating to the environment is much longer established.    Indeed, most of the major religions of the world recognise the need to respect and protect the planet and the ancient Chinese religion of Taoism, for example, is based on the harmony between nature and humanity, while  Hinduism is rooted in nature and encourages environmental protection. Similarly in both the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament it is noted that  “The Lord took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it”(Genesis 2:15), while in Islam the Prophet Mohamed specifically observed that  “The world is green and verdant and verily God, the exalted, has made you his stewards in it”. Interestingly, the Qur’an does not just focus on the environment but addresses, directly, a broader, more holistic concept of sustainability as El-Bassiouny et. al. (2022) have acknowledged.


Illustrative Case Studies

Thus the Harmonious Entrepreneurship concept proposes a holistic, systemic approach to the sustainability challenge that integrates or harmonises the various approaches to entrepreneurship which, to date, have been applied independently and  separately. The resultant business model focuses not on “making as much money as possible” but on producing  a triple bottom line in which profit, planet and people are in harmony.  Under the Harmonious Entrepreneurship business model “making as much money as possible” remains important, but not   at the expense of people and planet as the following cases demonstrate.

SEKEM  Holding  (Kirby and El-Kaffas, 2022)  

This  is an Egyptian agricultural business that introduced biodynamic agriculture to Egypt and turned 70 acres of desert located 37 miles north east of Cairo into a thriving, fertile  oasis. Its 150 products, including organic foods, herbal teas, medicines and organic cotton products, are produced  by 10 companies and sold nationally and internationally through 4 subsidiaries
· ISIS Organic Food (vegetables, honey, dates, oils, beverages)
· Lotus Organic Herbs and Spices
· NatureTex Organic Textiles (Baby and children’s wear, dolls, toy, home textiles)
· -PharmaAtos (pharmaceuticals)
Instead of focusing solely on business growth,  though, the objective of SEKEM Holding is somewhat  broader. Profits generated by the Holding Company are used to fund social and cultural projects through the Co-operative of SEKEM Employees, which has responsibility for all aspects of the HR development of the workforce, and the SEKEM Development Foundation, which is responsible for all cultural matters and which receives 10% of all company profits.

In total the Holding company employs some 2000 people and has a network of over 3000 farmers who produce for the Group. To help meet its objectives of promoting sustainable agriculture it has trained some 477 Egyptian farmers in biodynamic agricultural methods which are applied on approximately 4600 acres of land. Since 2000 around 1000 students have graduated from the Company’s Vocational Training Centre and in 2012 it opened a not for profit university that specialises in sustainability and offers knowledge transfer opportunities to farmers, employees and the community. In addition, employees are entitled to reduced fees for the education of their children at SEKEM’s  Steiner or Waldorf schools, while free courses are provided for illiterate employees. Healthcare is available for employees in SEKEM Health Centres. 

The initiative  was founded in 1977 by the late Dr Ibrahim Abouleish (1937-2017), an Egyptian Pharmacologist who studied Chemistry and Medicine in the Technical University of Graz in Austria. On returning to Egypt he became aware of the pressing problems of overpopulation, pollution and education, as well as the parlous state of Egyptian agriculture, with the country importing some 40% of its food and 60% of its wheat. Accordingly his vision was to create a comprehensive holistic business venture, based on a synthesis of the Islamic values of equitable business and social responsibility and the anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner that would promote sustainable agriculture and enable employees and farming communities to improve their living conditions, health, education and quality of life. When the project was first launched he planted 120,000 casaurina, eucalyptus and Persian lilac seedlings, engaged the internationally renowned Egyptian architect, Hassan Fathy,  to design traditional adobe housing and engaged and housed the native Bedouin residents. Some 43 years later his vision has resulted in some 684 acres of desert being reclaimed and converted to agricultural use with a 90% reduction in artificial fertilisers and pesticides and a 30% increase in  the production of Egyptian cotton. 

In 2003 Dr Abouleish received the Right Livelihood Award (also known as the Alternative Nobel Prize) from the King and Queen of Sweden in recognition of his creation of  a 21st century business  model that provided a practical and exemplary solution to one of  the challenges of the 21st century. As the Foundation recognised:-

Sekem (Egypt) shows how a modern business can combine profitability and engagement in world markets with a humanistic and spiritual approach to people and respect for the natural environment. The Jury sees SEKEM as a business model for the 21st century in which commercial success is integrated with and promotes the social and cultural development of society through the ‘economics of love’.”


While the Harmonious Entrepreneurship model is exemplified most clearly, perhaps, by SEKEM  Holding,  a commercial  enterprise based on people and the environment, it  can also be seen in the following  creative start-up businesses, each of which is located in Wales and has been founded by an Art and Design  alumnus of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). 

Maykher
We are passionate about ethical and ‘slow’ fashion and working with people (the makers) rather than machines” (Heidi Louise Griffiths).

After graduating from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David in 2005 with an upper second classification in Graphic Design, Heidi set up Maykher, a women’s accessories company, in Newport, Gwent, with her husband Jon. This followed a period of travelling around the world where she was shocked to discover the poverty and inequalities she had never known existed. So, in 2016 having overcome her fear of failure but with no experience of business or economics, she established a design studio and a year later Maykher, what she calls “a-slow and sustainable fashion business that puts people before profit”. All of the products Maykher sells are authentic artisan craft products from countries such as Guatemala, Haiti and India and many of the artisans they work with have suffered in poverty, been victims of domestic violence and/ or have lacked opportunities or education. However, Heidi does not see Maykher as a charity, rather as “a profit-with-purpose women’s accessories company dedicated to supporting makers and their crafts and actively supporting ethical and sustainable fashion”.

From the outset Maykher was intended to address the issue of poverty and inequality in general and gender equality and female empowerment in particular. It only works with partners that share its values and is committed to helping harness the talent of women in the developing world, not least by offering ethical employment opportunities and fair wages. However, Heidi also recognises the importance of education and its role in eliminating poverty, pointing to the fact that as a result of gender discrimination some 130 million girls worldwide do not receive an education. Hence Maykher invests at least 10per cent of its end of year profits into the education of girls and women in areas of the world where it is most needed. Since 2018 it has supported the education of two secondary pupils, Irma and Melody, in Guatemala, where some 2 million children are being deprived of education.  Heidi aims to fund the entrance of more young students into education through Maykher’s ethical and sustainable fashion choices and believes most strongly that extending education in this way   will gradually help “lower the risk of poverty, human trafficking and child marriage”

It is not just people issues that Maykher addresses, though. The business is dedicated to ethical fashion and the well-being of the planet. Wherever possible natural plant and vegetable dyes are used, wastage is kept to a minimum, products are recycled and plastics and excessive packaging are avoided. At the same time, they are constantly searching for ways to improve their processes and reduce their impact on the environment.

Maykher requires its partners, therefore, to be honest and transparent from start to finish, to care about the environment and sustainability and to be kind. It is a truly Harmonious enterprise that embraces profit, people and planet and addresses SDGs 1 (No poverty), 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 5 (Gender Equality), as well as 4 (Quality Education), 16 (Peace, Justice and strong institutions), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) and 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). At the same time, it is addressing SDGs 13 (Climate Action), 15 (Life on Land), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and 17 (Partnerships for the goals).


In 2018, the 100th year anniversary of female suffrage in the UK, Maykher won the Ethical - Green Business of the Year Award in the Wales Federation of Small Business Awards. Commenting on the Award, Heidi observed that “Since first establishing the company in 2017, we have dedicated ourselves to educating people on the benefits of slow and meaningful fashion…and winning this FSB award recognises and applauds our sustainable business model”. While achieving the Award so soon after launching the venture, Heidi recognises that it will take time to achieve all that she wants for the business. As she says, “We’re starting small. Year on year we develop a plan that will move the project forward, baby step by baby step”

Oseng-Rees Reflections

Being brought up in 1980s Norway, “environmental awareness, frugality, creativity, independence and empathy for everything and everyone”  is  fundamental to Dr Tyra Oseng-Rees, an Honorary Research Fellow at the University of Wales Trinity St. David (UWTSD). Like many entrepreneurs she hails from an entrepreneurial family and in 2017 it came as no surprise when she founded her own award-winning business,  Oseng-Rees Reflections (onsengreesreflection.com). What  is surprising, perhaps,  is that she did so in Wales, where she has lived and studied since 2003.

Following the  study in Norway of Arts, Craft and Design at Bodin College and Psychology and Philosophy at the University of Bergen, she enrolled on  a Bachelor’s degree  in Industrial Design at Swansea Institute of Higher Education. As part of  her degree programme  she developed a paving slab for the blind in recycled glass. This led to her undertaking Doctoral Research at Swansea Metropolitan University (now part of UWTSD)   into “The Physical and Aesthetic Properties of Fused Recycled Bottle Glass”. She obtained   her Doctorate in 2009 and embarked on a career in academia before launching her glass up cycling  business in 2017. Since then she and the business have gone on to win numerous awards. She was the Creative Industries Entrepreneur of the  Year in 2019, winner of the sustainable Business Award in the 2019 Sustainable Academy Awards and Finalist in the Great British Entrepreneur Award.

There is no doubt that glass recycling benefits the planet. Not only does it conserve natural resources, primarily  sand, soda ash and limestone, but it saves energy and reduces atmospheric pollution, whilst it also saves space in landfill  and is 100 % sustainable as it can be recycled repeatedly without any loss in purity. Tyra recognises  this but as a designer she is  also interested in not just recycling the glass into new bottles, as is traditional, but in developing   a new, sustainable and aesthetic material in order,  as she puts it, to   “educate people about making a sustainable conscious choice”.  Accordingly, the business makes bespoke artisan sustainable glass panels, each with a story attached to the product, for interior and architectural installations.


However that is not all. At  the heart of the  business is education. Tyra has designed,  in recycled glass,  6 of the 24 bumblebees to be found in Britain and developed a year-long  teaching project that  focuses on understanding the connectivity of the ecosystem and how contemporary decisions can have long-term consequences. In the process  children and  young people  learn about
· pollinators and bumblebees and the importance of protecting them
· environmental issues and recycling
·  the concept of the  circular economy, how glass can be used repeatedly and the importance of recycling.

Additionally, she has used the production of  sustainable fused recycled glass  to work with final year management students in Swansea University researching the circular economy,  while at UWTSD  she has developed an inter-disciplinary programme for undergraduates  involving students from  architecture, art glass, environmental conservation mechanical engineering and  project and construction management. Her  aim is to break down the silo mentality and encourage “collaboration, long-term thinking and the involvement of all sectors” in order to facilitate social well being and a healthy society.
. 

Accordingly, the business does not just upcycle glass bottles but  offers workshops on arts, science,  sustainability and the entrepreneurial journey, as well as  lectures and motivational talks. Its mission is to stay true to sustainable development and strive towards zero carbon emission (SDG 13). It is concerned  not just about economic growth and wealth creation (SDG8) while protecting the environment (SDGs 14 and 15),  but about human well-being and  addressing  social and cultural issues. This includes the provision of quality education (SDG4) that recognises the need to protect profit, people and the planet. Hers is a for profit business that demonstrates quite clearly the benefits that can be gained from upcycling and a circular economy but it goes beyond this somewhat.


Sculpture by the Sea UK Ltd. / Art and Education by the Sea

“UWTSD have looked at all aspects of running a creative business from marketing to making art and have designed courses that are really useful for students” (Sara Holden).


“Sculpture by the Sea UK ” was founded in 2005 by Sara Holden, a graduate of the UWTSD Master’s degree programme in Visual Arts Enterprise. After graduating with a degree in Fine Art, she became self-employed, like so many of her peers. In  her case she ran Art workshops for schools and communities. The Masters gave her the knowledge and confidence to grow the venture, collaborate with other artists and work on a bigger scale. As she says it “allowed me the freedom to design projects myself with the aims and objectives I wanted to achieve rather than working on other people's ideas". 

Having been passionate about both nature and art since being a child, she established “Sculpture by the Sea UK” with the objective of inspiring children and communities by engaging them with nature through the medium of art, thereby helping to protect and sustain it for future generations. Living by the sea and using that as her inspiration for art, she saw the Welsh beaches as the perfect place to run workshops. While working in schools she had found that running sessions in the school grounds, rather than the traditional classrooms, benefitted not only the children in terms of their well-being and creativity, but also nature. So, she determined to launch a multi-faceted business that addressed economic, eco and social issues in a harmonious way, using the beaches and endangered marine species to help people  learn about the marine environment in a way that generates empathy and helps to protect and sustain them.


The business, which operates all year round, offers outdoor fun workshops for all age groups. The participants learn in the fresh air kinaesthetically, thereby enhancing their health and emotional well-being as well as their moral and spiritual development. The courses aim to teach the participants about sustainable materials (grown, found and recycled) and to inspire them to appreciate nature.  According to Sara their work encourages “children and young people to become active citizens and promote sustainable development and global citizenship as well as encouraging lifelong learning".

While their workshops fit with the National Curriculum, “Sculpture by the Sea UK” is not just an educational resource. Its employees are trained artists with extensive experience of working in natural settings on high profile Environmental Art projects. These include an annual Beach Sculpture Festival and a sculpture trail along the coastal path linking 5 bays on the magnificent Gower peninsula. Not only does it showcase contemporary Welsh Art in an adventurous, inspiring way, but it encourages active lifestyles and attracts eco-tourism. Accordingly, it has received funding from the Welsh Government's Tourism Product Innovation Fund, which aims to encourage new, innovative product ideas. In 2018, it was a finalist in the Welsh Hospitality Awards, which are   intended to showcase “those individuals who work tirelessly to achieve industry leading success and client satisfaction while promoting excellence in the hospitality sector".

Clearly “Sculpture by the Sea UK” is a sustainable venture that is addressing SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 3 (Good Health and Well-being), 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), 14 (Life below Water), 15 (Life on Land) and is a business very much in harmony with people and the environment.

As Sara says “I’m motivated to live by, and inspire others to live, a sustainable life that helps to preserve the planet rather than deplete it. My vision for the company is that through our workshops, people will be inspired and have the knowledge and creative tools to realise that they can make a difference…”


Discussion and Implications.


The cases demonstrate both the concept of Harmonious Entrepreneurship and the ability of creative entrepreneurship  to contribute to the amelioration of the  sustainability challenge. It can do this directly through the setting up of a venture that addresses the challenge and indirectly by educating the learner through Art. Learning “through” is often overlooked in education but it is as important as learning “about” and “for”. It is particularly relevant in learning about Sustainability as two of the cases demonstrate   and as Lackeus (2015) has acknowledged in the context of entrepreneurship education, teaching “through”  is relevant to all students of all ages and  at all levels.

Additionally, the cases suggest that Art and Design students are predisposed to creating sustainable enterprises and, in  compliance with the advice of the American  graphic designer, Milton Glaser (2001), often  they  “never have a job” and are “not an extortionist of money”. Rather,  many  become self-employed and as Penaluna and Penaluna (2016, 70) have   suggested, it would seem that  “design education experience and guidance has much to offer enterprise and entrepreneurship education”.  They argue that entrepreneurship  students need to learn to generate and sustain creative ideas and this requires them  to make lateral connections and engage in divergent thinking (Penaluna et.al 2014; Penaluna and Penaluna, 2020). As they recognise design education is  “an activity of creative reasoning that is dependent upon flexibility of ideas and methodologies” and involves a “constantly evolving dialogue and negotiation between the designer…and the client…” (op.cit.70). Hence, it needs to be incorporated into entrepreneurship education and training, though perhaps, also, there need to be sessions on  sustainability and its importance, systems thinking, Harmonious Entrepreneurship and the mindset and behaviour of the Harmonious Entrepreneur (Kirby, et. al 2022b). However, it does need to be recognised that in Art and Design  the word ‘entrepreneurship’  is akin to a ‘dirty word’ and considered to be anti-ethical. The use of business language and terminology is a barrier, especially when the term Entrepreneurship is employed. Self-employment, enterprising thinking and freelance terminologies need to be considered when  interacting with creative disciplines and as Carey and Naudin (2006) suggest, more appropriate and personal language should be used. Gerrard (2018) concurs, noting that graduates who have learned to bounce back from failure typically reference their desire to freelance, and they brand themselves as good communicators, not entrepreneurs. A clear example of this is design education, which aims to develop creative thinking that solves other people’s problems, teaches in the studio context of a business and creates value for others as a central construct of the discipline - yet rarely if ever, uses the term entrepreneurship (Arts and Humanities Entrepreneurship Hub, 2019; Clews and Boddington, 2007).  The  designer who fails to create value for others, simply  would fail to find clients.



Finally, the case findings can be seen to contradict those derived from the research of    Belz and Binder (2017, 1). These suggest that  “the triple bottom line of ecological, social and economic goals is integrated sequentially, not simultaneously”.  Indeed, their research proposes  a six phase process that includes:-
· Recognizing a social or ecological problem
· Recognizing a social or ecological opportunity
· Developing a double bottom line solution 
· Developing a triple bottom line solution
· Funding and forming a sustainable enterprise
· Creating or entering a sustainable market.
In contrast the above cases  demonstrate that  the goals  can  be introduced simultaneously, though  they    need to be planned and, as Gawel (2012) observes,   the pro-ecological and pro-social postulates of sustainability should  be integrated into the strategy of the firm from the outset. 


Conclusion

The aim of the article has been to consider why entrepreneurship has failed to address the sustainability challenge and to propose a business model  that will enable the creative and other industries to redress the  situation. The study concludes that the problem has arisen because the planet is a system and any proposed solution must adopt a holistic, systemic approach that integrates or harmonises the traditional economic, eco, humane and social approaches that, to date,  have been  applied separately. It also recognises that for the past 50 years, if not longer, the primary objective of business has been perceived to be about making as much money as possible, often at the expense of planet and people and thus contributing to the sustainability crisis the earth is now facing. Under  the proposed Harmonious Entrepreneurship business model this would no longer be the case. Businesses would continue to “make as much money as possible” but profit, people and planet would be in Harmony.

On the basis of the case evidence presented,  it is apparent that if the creative industries adopt the proposed  Harmonious Entrepreneurship business model they can address the sustainability challenge,  together with several of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Probably because of the way they are trained and educated, Artists and Designers can generate creative, innovative solutions to the sustainability problems the planet and society  are  facing and, importantly, they can educate people about entrepreneurship and sustainability through Art and Design. Accordingly it is proposed that design education should be introduced to entrepreneurship education programmes together with sessions on Sustainability, Systems thinking, Harmonious Entrepreneurship and the way Harmonious Entrepreneurs think and behave. Conversely, perhaps such topics ought to be introduced to Design  and Art programmes, including how to set up and launch a new venture. This would help reduce the fear of failure that at least one of the founders experienced as well as helping reduce the actual risks involved in becoming self-employed. However, as Kolb (2015) has observed historically such entrepreneurial  knowledge and skills have not been taught to  creative students and according to  the U.K’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport there has been  “a gap, a market failure in providing entrepreneurial learning for the Creative industries” (DCMS, 2006, 10). This needs to be addressed.

The cases demonstrate that the creative industries can address the sustainability challenge not sequentially as previous research has suggested but simultaneously. However,  this  should be planned for  at the outset and incorporated into the mission of the enterprise. While the  Harmonious Entrepreneurship business model can be seen, therefore, as enabling the creative industries to address the sustainability challenge there is a need for further research to test the model in different industry sectors and economic and cultural  contexts. As the ancient Chinese philosopher Xun Zi (313-238 BC) acknowledged, though,  “all things under the sun will flourish (only) when Harmony prevails”.

Appendix A: The Birth of the Chemical Industry


At the beginning of the 19th century, Widnes, in the North West of England, was a rural village  nestling on the northern banks of the River Mersey. The 1,063 inhabitants were engaged mainly in farming and fishing and the river was unpolluted and alive with fish.  By the end of the century, as a result of the endeavours of industrial  entrepreneurs such as  Henry Deacon (1822-76),  Holbrook Gaskell (1813-1909), William Gossage (1799-1877), John Hutchinson (1825-65),  Ludwig Mond (1830-1909), Frederick Muspratt ( 1825-72) and others, it had become a town of around 28,250 people that was the origin and heart of the modern chemical industry.

There can be no doubt that such entrepreneurial activity brought about change and created an industry that produced wealth for the owners, the investors, the region and the UK, but it did not result in improvement in environmental or human conditions. Publications of the time report that:-

“the foul gases that belched forth night and day from the many factories rot the clothes, the teeth and, in the end, the bodies of the workers, have killed every blade of grass and tree for miles around”

This was despite the fact that by 1864, the UK Government had been so concerned about the atmospheric pollution, and the damage it was causing, that Parliament  had introduced a bill intended to control the  emission of noxious vapours. Clearly it was ineffective.

It was not just atmospheric  pollution that was the problem, however,  but the living and working conditions of the people. By the middle of the century, Widnes had been transformed from a  riverside hamlet into a settlement

“with dingy, unfinished streets of hastily constructed houses, with works that were belching  forth volumes of the most  deleterious gases and clouds of black smoke from chimneys of inadequate height…The air reeked with gas…and small and large heaps of stinking refuse began to accumulate.”

The homes had no proper sewerage and industrial disease and injury were rampant. The long hours worked in the chemical industry made matters worse. Exposure to acid and chlorine gas created terrible problems and those who escaped death or disfigurement all too often ended the lives in poverty.

Additionally the toxic waste produced by the factories created not just visual pollution but a local health hazard that persisted for decades. Known locally as “galligu”, by 1891 some 500 acres of land had been covered with toxic waste to a depth, according to the Government’s Akali Inspector,  of 12 feet -10 million tons, of which 15 per cent was sulphur. Not only did rainwater turn the waste into a serious health hazard, but the wind would heat it up and it would burst into flames.

While these problems had an immediate and local damaging impact on the environment and its people, the ramifications lasted longer and were more widespread. The fumes contributed to the incidence of the acid rain that polluted waterways and destroyed flora and fauna not just locally but in other parts of the country and  Northern Europe, and it  was not until 1985 that  an estimated £8 billion  campaign was embarked upon  to improve water quality in the River Mersey. Seventeen years later, in 2002,  oxygen levels in the river  were  capable of supporting fish once more but not until  2009, some 162 years after Hutchinson’s first chemical factory had been  opened,  was it  announced that   the river was cleaner than at any time since the start of the industrial revolution. Similarly with the toxic waste. This only began to be reclaimed in 2008 having been unusable and  a health hazard for over 100 years.
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