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TV Makers Facing a Toxic Digital Deadline
Published: February 17, 2008

A year from today, tens of millions of televisions may instantly
become obsolete. When the nation's television spectrum 
switches from the analog we're currently using to the digital 
spectrum of the future, all of our existing analog televisions 
will go dark. Fortunately, there is a low-cost converter 
available to allow consumers to continue to use their existing 
sets but it's a fair bet millions of people will decide to upgrade 
anyway. What will happen to the old TVs pushed aside by
the shiny new mega-screen units? Most will be stuffed into 
closets or sent to backup duty in another part of the house. 
Old or broken ones will be parked on the curb or tossed into 
dumpsters. Since old TVs are loaded with harmful lead that 
can spill out of broken cathode ray tubes (CRT), several 
states have
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Can it be that our green heroes Leonardo DiCaprio and Brad Pitt care 
about the cachet of owning a Prius but not about the abused workers making these
feel-good cars? 

A report from the National Labor Committee released earlier this month alleging 
abusive working conditions in Japanese Toyota Prius plants provides a much 
needed jolt to the environmental and business communities about the danger of 
viewing environmental concerns as separate from human concerns. 

Supervisory workers in Japanese Pruis assembly plants are overworked to the point 
of exhaustion, and sometimes, death, the report said. One-third of assembly line 
workers are poorly paid temp workers. Its parts supply chain is "riddled with 
sweatshop abuse," including trafficking of tens of thousands of foreign guest 
workers, sometimes working 16-hour shifts. The report tweaks celebrities for
endorsing the Prius without considering the human capital aspects behind the way 
they are produced.

The urgency with which environmental groups, Al Gore, and the media have touted 
climate change as the defining issue of our time has resulted in related workplace 
safety and health issues getting brushed aside. Toyota, along with GM and Ford
were also cited in an extensively researched story from the Wall Street-oriented 
magazine Bloomberg Markets in December of 2006. The story linked slave labor 
conditions to production of pig iron used to produce steel that ends up in their 
vehicles. That's right -- slave labor in the 21st century.

But it's not just Leo and Brad: There is culpability here for all of us, but I want to 
focus on corporations and environmental groups.

Corporations are still largely reactive on social issues. For more than a decade, labor 
and social responsibility advocates highlighted abusive working conditions of global 
suppliers providing goods for Gap, Nike, Wal-Mart and other corporate icons. 
Despite evidence that similar conditions existed in other industrial sectors, Corporate America co ntinued to basically turn a deaf ear. National Labor 
Committee research touched off allegations back in 1996 that Kathie Lee Gifford's clothing line so ld at Wal-Mart was made under sweatshop 
conditions, resulting in worldwide front-page headlines, the involvement of then-Labor Secretary R obert Reich and a presidential commission to 
improve supply chain working conditions. 

Other sectors such as electronics largely ignored this loud warning signal until they too were imp licated following activist research in 2004. Suddenly, 
a few months later, the electronics industry got religion and developed a common code of conduct f or their supply chain that is only now being 
seriously implemented.

The largest and most well funded U.S. environmental groups focus too narrowly on the environmental  implications of broad social issues. It's hard to 
find substantive concern about worker safety in the agendas of the Natural Resources Defense Counc il or Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), two 
heavyweight groups helping Wal-Mart fulfill its green agenda. They should be concerned about worke r exposure to cadmium leading to kidney failure 
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at Chinese battery factories serving the U.S. market, or lead solder inhaled by workers in Thailan d who make components for computers or video 
games. Protecting the health of supply chain workers should be a prominent part of their agenda.

Yes, it's great that Wal-Mart has made a raft of commitments to reduce waste and increase energy e fficiency, but many of those promises have 
worker safety implications the environmental groups and company seem willing to ignore. The strate gy involves using the size and influence of 
Wal-Mart's buying power to green its supply chain. It sounds good until you factor in the business  realities. 

EDF says it will "focus on creating a Green Company Program to improve environmental performance a t the 30,000 Chinese factories that supply 
Wal-Mart and on building a purchasing system that rewards suppliers with environmentally preferabl e products." But who is going to pay for this and
what's the incentive to act? 

Domestic and foreign Wal-Mart suppliers often act out of fear, not goodwill. Fast Company has prof iled domestic suppliers like Vlasic pickles and 
Huffy bicycles, both of which suffered from the company's relentless low pricing demands. It's a c onsiderably more difficult expectation that thousands 
of suppliers in China will go solar or clean up wastewater discharged while making low-priced good s for U.S. consumers. It's hard to imagine these
suppliers greening through some kind of reward system without a fundamental transformation of the low pricing model.

How will EDF and Wal-Mart coax suppliers into paying for clean up when they are already being sque ezed by the company's buyers to produce goods 
at rock bottom rates that perpetuate abusive working conditions? In January, CEO Lee Scott discuss ed greening the company's supply chain and said 
the company "will favor -- and in some cases, even pay more -- for suppliers that meet our standar ds and share our commitment to quality and 
sustainability." 

This implies the capital costs of cleaning up will be borne by suppliers. If that is all the compa ny can offer, it is not going to work. Wal-Mart often 
expects suppliers to cut prices annually or risk losing contracts, according to Fast Company magaz ine. What if a factory owner in China can bear the 
cost to retrofit factories but Wal-Mart decides to pull the contract and source from Vietnam the n ext year because labor is cheaper? 

The take-no-prisoners business model comes up smack against the laudable desire to clean up factor ies. Alexandra Harney's new book, "The China 
Price," profiles an unusual factory owner in China who refuses to let Wal-Mart executives into his  facility because he feels they are only interested in 
getting the lowest price. 

Is it too much to expect Wal-Mart to deal with labor and green issues at once? U.S. industry was a ble to deal with these issues simultaneously when
production was domestic; companies have the same responsibility to ensure that the conditions unde r which their goods are made in a global supply 
chain are in compliance with labor and environmental laws. It is appalling that U.S. companies hav e pursued the global outsourcing of labor without 
insisting that our hard-won rules of workplace safety and fairness be applied to suppliers. And we  all play a role: Mainstream investors demanding 
perpetually high earnings and consumers demanding low prices place huge pressures on companies try ing to play by the rules. 

So before we wax poetic about solar panels in the way we have for the Prius, remember that solar p roduction involves some nasty stuff. The
Washington Post recently reported that a supplier to solar panel provider Suntech Power dumps pois onous silicon tetrachloride, a byproduct of 
polysilicon manufacturing, onto fields in Henan Province in China rather than recycling it. Reside nts report that nearby crops are failing and air
emissions from the facility make it hard to breathe. 

Memo to self-styled green venture capitalists: Could we please see the line items in your budget f or ensuring worker health and safety when your 
solar start-up scales up and moves production to Asia? Is management staff paying attention? How o ften are factories inspected? Are you willing to 
invest in safety for the human beings in your supply chain?

The bottom line: For CSR and the green technology juggernaut to have real credibility, companies m ust insist on best environmental practices in the 
rush to new energy solutions, equal consideration for the well-being of workers by enforcing best labor practices, and public disclosure of progress on 
both fronts.

Conrad MacKerron is director of the corporate social responsibility program at As You Sow Foundation, which uses dialogue and shareholder 
advocacy to promote better social and environmental policies at publicly traded companies. He is author of "Business in the Rainforests: 
Corporations, Deforestation and Sustainability" and a former Washington Bureau chief for Chemical Week. 
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Mon, 06/30/2008 - 06:04 — Anonymous
Prius Envy
Thanks for a very enlightening and thought provoking article!
I agree that the "green" movement must absolutely pay attention to the whole picture, and that inc ludes "sustainability".
It will not help in the long term, if green products are not sustainable. By "sustainable" I mean:
A product can be produced over and over, without having any negative impact on the environment (i. e. toxic byproducts which have to be disposed 
of); The product consumes only renewable energy for both production and transportation; Raw materi als used are renewable, made from recycled 
materials and/or are recyclable; Water usage for both production and use is minimal; The product c an be re-used, recycled, modified and/or is 
biodegradable; Workers making these products are treated fairly and are not exposed to any toxins.
Your article clearly illustrates the danger of jumping onto the green bandwagon, without fully con sidering all aspects of green and sustainable living. 
We cannot afford to head down another dead-end street!
Christiane Perrin
www.greenandsustainablebuildings.com
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