
8  I  Partnering Perspectives  I  SUMMER 2012

Office Sustainability: Tips for a 
Successful Program 

Sustainability typically receives less attention in an 
office setting than in a manufacturing or industrial 
setting, but offices waste enormous amounts of 

electricity, paper and other valuable resources each day. 
Office sustainability initiatives have grown considerably 
over the last decade as more and more companies and 
individuals establish their own initiatives and demand that 
their service providers and business partners take steps to 
conserve resources. 

A company’s commitment to conserving resources 
goes beyond corporate responsibility. Anecdotally, we 
have found that our sustainability commitment has had 

a positive impact on employee morale, has helped in 
recruiting new attorneys, and has assisted our marketing 
efforts with clients and prospective clients—both in 
general and with specific responses to client requests for 
proposals (RFPs) inquiring about our sustainability efforts. 

Corporate counsel can play an important role in 
developing, implementing and supporting a company’s 
sustainability initiative. This article provides some tips for 
a successful program based on Sutherland’s experience 
adopting and improving our sustainability goals.

Tip #1: Obtain Management 
Support
A good sustainability initiative will progress from both the 
top down and from the bottom up. Still, any initiative will 
need support from top management. 

At Sutherland our sustainability commitment 
began with adopting a mission statement of becoming a 
leader among law firms in establishing environmentally 
sustainable business practices. We obtained management 
approval after presenting the mission statement along 
with initial plans that included bottom-line cost analysis. 
Management has supported our commitment from the 
beginning both actively (highlighting our progress in firm 
communications) and passively (giving the sustainability 
committee some autonomy to implement new programs).

By Tom Warren and Ann Battle

Tom Warren is a member 
of Sutherland’s Energy and 
Environmental Practice 
Group and chair of the firm’s 
Energy Projects Team. He 
focuses his practice on 
energy transactional matters 
including mergers and 
acquisitions, energy trading 
and project development. 

Tom also serves as Sutherland’s Sustainability Partner. 
He leads the firm’s multidisciplinary Sustainability 
Committee in administering the firm’s commitment to 
promote environmentally friendly business practices.

Ann Battle is a member 
of Sutherland’s Corporate 
Practice Group. She focuses 
her practice in the areas of 
corporate finance, derivatives 
and structured products, and 
banking and lending.

Note: In this brief article, we do not address compliance issues 
in connection with sustainability-related legal requirements 
such as the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission and the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency reporting requirements 
or “greenwashing” claims from overstating the environmental 
benefits from a company’s efforts. Rather, we focus on how to 
successfully organize and implement a company’s office-based 
sustainability initiative.
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Tip #2: Establish Leadership
A corporate sustainability officer and/or a small committee 
can provide leadership and accountability to ensure that 
your initiative stays on track.

Sutherland’s sustainability initiative arose from firm 
personnel discussing examples of wasteful practices at 
the firm. To bring order to the initiative, a much smaller 
sustainability committee was formed to direct the efforts 
of the task force and interface with firm management. 
In addition, we established the position of Sustainability 
Partner to lead the committee and be the firm’s 
spokesperson for our sustainability commitment.

Our sustainability committee consists of representatives 
from the firm’s facilities, information technology, accounting 
and marketing departments, in addition to attorneys and 
secretaries. Our committee members bring perspectives from 
many different areas, giving the committee an understanding 
of the firm’s capabilities and the ability to identify practical 
difficulties in implementing new programs. It has been 
important for Sutherland’s sustainability committee to use 
overall cost-benefit analysis and find alternatives to “best 
practices” that were too costly or could hinder client service.

It is easy for committees to meet and discuss countless 
great ideas, but unless someone is directly responsible 
and accountable for looking into each idea and reporting 
his or her findings, the ideas will never become reality. In 
view of that, we created and maintain an action plan to 
implement our commitment. Furthermore, each committee 
member is assigned responsibilities with deadlines. 

Tip #3: Set Some Short-Term 
Achievable Goals
To build momentum, a new initiative should begin with 
achievable goals to set the tone for success. Ultimate success 
will depend on ingraining sustainable practices in the culture 
of a company. This does not happen all at once. 

Sutherland’s sustainability committee formally 
announced our firm-wide sustainability commitment after 
more than a year of researching and collecting data and 
determining what improvements could be implemented. 
We delayed the roll-out until we could announce several 
immediate steps at once: procuring recycled paper, 
setting printers to print two-sided, purchasing renewable 
energy credits, switching to electronic holiday cards 
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and implementing a “lights out” program to conserve 
electricity. Our coordinated introduction established 
immediate changes that demonstrated the firm’s 
commitment and set the stage for changing individuals’ 
attitudes toward long-term sustainable practices.

Tip #4: Get Everyone Involved
Create programs that encourage all personnel to 
contribute to sustainability efforts. These programs boost 
morale and establish a culture of sustainability.

Sutherland launched a “Do One Thing Differently” 
campaign that asked employees to make one small change 
at a time to conserve resources. Twice a month, we post a 
sustainability tip on Sutherland’s intranet and on signs in 
office break rooms. These tips have included office-related 
changes, such as lowering window shades and changing to 
electronic publication subscriptions. They also encourage 
participation in Sutherland’s commute alternatives program. 
Additionally, many tips have focused on how employees 
can take steps to conserve resources outside of work by 
setting home thermostats to the most efficient levels and 
using reusable shopping bags. We believe that employees are 
more committed to office-place sustainability if conserving 
resources is part of their life both at work and at home. 

We also actively support Earth Day, bike-to-work week 
and local charities that benefit the environment. Earth Day 
activities have included organic breakfasts for all employees 
from local caterers and contests that raise awareness of 
environmental impacts with “earth friendly” prizes such as 
free trade coffee, reusable shopping bags, energy efficient 
light bulbs and rechargeable batteries. Employees tend to 
enjoy working for an organization that is committed to 
responsible practices.

Tip #5: Raise Visibility of 
Sustainability Efforts 
Visibility of sustainability programs can improve your 
company’s standing in the community as well as with 
prospective customers and employees.

Our community efforts include coordinating volunteers 
for local gardens and tree planting projects. Sutherland 
originally participated in tree planting projects as part of 
the American Bar Association’s One Million Trees project. 
Sutherland supports Washington, DC’s first rooftop garden 
at Bread for the City, a food bank that also provides legal 
and medical services to DC residents and is a pro bono 
client of Sutherland. On the first Thursday of each month, a 
group of employees goes to the garden for an hour to assist 
in various tasks. 

We have highlighted our sustainability commitment in 
several ways. We have purchased renewable energy credits 
from clients of the firm’s Energy and Environmental 
Group and issued joint press releases that benefit both 
the firm and the client. A number of RFPs for legal 
work have included questions about the sustainability of 
the firm’s business practices that we have been able to 
answer thoroughly and positively. Finally, we also include 
information about our sustainability commitment in client 
marketing and attorney recruiting materials. All of these 
efforts raise the visibility of our commitment, helping to 
promote the firm and reinforce our commitment.

Positive Results
We encourage you to implement or improve your 

company’s sustainability efforts with the aid of these 
recommendations. Sutherland has succeeded in developing 
our sustainability commitment through organized, 
consistent effort over time. Among many other positive 
results, Sutherland has reduced its paper usage by more than 
25% and has reduced its estimated electricity usage by 7% 
in our Washington, DC, and Atlanta offices and 2.5% in 
our New York office. We continue to seek new and better 
ways to conserve resources. For additional information and 
the latest news about Sutherland’s ongoing sustainability 
initiative, visit www.sutherland.com/sustainability or e-mail  
sustainable@sutherland.com.

First Steps for the Initiative
In connection with announcing its firm-wide sustainability initiative, 
Sutherland was ready to immediately implement a number of 
sustainable practices, including:
 Procuring recycled paper;
 Setting printers to print two-sided; 
 Purchasing renewable energy credits;
  Switching to electronic holiday cards; and 
  Implementing a “lights out” program to conserve electricity.


