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"NGO initiated sustainable innovation - the case of brominated flame retardants"

Two problems form the background of this paper:

At the business level we can notice a rather high failure rate for sustainable innovation attempts.

At the societal level the problem is rather a dearth of commercially viable sustainable innovations.

Problems at the business level include lack of sophistication in the relations between business and the social carriers of the sustainability demands. (The social carriers might be public bodies, the expert community, NGO's or others). 

Another problem at the company level might be a lack of farsightedness by upper management not giving sustainability oriented innovators a fair chance.

Problems at the societal level include how the responsibilities are shared among demand carriers. Prohibiting or taxing non-sustainable products are tedious processes that often don't match innovative processes in a smooth way. NGO's that i.a. can create credible labelling systems can be much more flexible.

However, remarkable NGO initiated success stories, carrying important lessons for sustainable innovators, exist. One lesson concerns how to raise the level of sophistication in the relations between business and the social demand carriers. An especially illuminating case is the substitution of brominated flame retardants (BFRs).

Due to their potential risks to humans and the environment, some of the BFRs have received a great deal of attention lately. BFRs are chemical compounds used in different materials in order to reduce the spread of fire, in electronic equipment, computers, building materials, furniture, car seats, etc. 

BFRs can be found everywhere in nature, even in polar bears and whales. 

DDT and PCB were banned in the 1970s. It is only now that levels of these toxins are beginning to drop in human breast milk, fish and sediments. Among the negative effects is damage to reproductive organs and reduced learning capabilities of children. Some BFRs are chemically similar to PCB and DDT and are, like several other environmental toxins, persistent and bioaccumulative. 

Many actors are involved in the process of substituting for BFRs – scientists, authorities, trade unions, politicians, industry and environmental NGOs. Currently there are bans on three of the BFRs in EU and other actions are considered for more of them within EU. But it takes many years to do the risk assessments and for EU to take decisions. So voluntary initiatives are needed.

An NGO, The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC), thus started a chemicals campaign in 2001. The focus was on BFRs. 

A founding bloc of the campaign was the cooperation between the SNCC and the Swedish Rescue Services Agency. The latter - a government agency - publicly stated that BFRs can be replaced by effective alternatives.

From an enviro-innovative aspect there were two especially interesting "partnerships". One was between SNCC and the building-industry company-group “detox the buildings”.

The other was between SNCC and the computer industry, especially Fuijitsu Siemens. One result was the first entirely BFR-free computer, which became a great market success. 

These and other partnerships are described further.

