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The Sustainability Practice Network (SPN) concluded its annual program with a panel discussion on “Sustainable Innovation and Innovation for Sustainability,” moderated by Kinetix President Michael Gresty. The panel featured guest speakers representing several  environmentally-focused companies who were selected to give presentations on the development of sustainability-driven innovators and lessons that can be drawn from the amorphous concept of sustainability. Speakers included Michael Gordon, President & Founder of ConsumerPowerline; Ron Gonen, Co-Founder and CEO of RecycleBank; Rick Steele, Co-Founder and CEO of NuRide; and Jeff Wolfe, CEO of groSolar.


Mr. Gordon described how ConsumerPowerline began its effort to enter the market with the intention of finding a way to make money through socially responsible means. Gordon found that through careful management of end-user demands for electricity, people could save money by reducing their consumption of energy at peak usage times, which in turn would reduce negative impacts on the environment and avoid creating another power plant. ConsumerPowerline was established to serve as the middleman in this endeavor to promote socially- and environmentally-conscious energy consumption. By focusing on the demand response (DR) aspect of electricity use, a niche was created. Gordon assessed that this market is an entry point to the larger energy efficiency market and integrated energy management. Sustainability  proved a key factor in the development of this growing sector, as ConsumerPowerline strives to build its niche as the market for environmentally-minded energy management grows.


Mr. Gonen of RecycleBank discussed how his company provides environmental solutions that create economic opportunities. By partnering with major corporations such as Starbucks and Home Depot, RecycleBank has been able to promote the practice of recycling in a way that creates value for the consumer. Gonen's business model can be characterized as an innovative incentive program whereby consumers redeem RecycleBank dollars according to the amount of material they recycle, which is recorded by a microchip implanted in the recycling bin. These RecycleBank dollars may be used at any of the 300+ retailers that RecycleBank has partnered with. As a result of this innovative business model, RecycleBank has been able to dramatically increase participation in recycling programs located throughout the northeast and mid-Atlantic United States. 


NuRide, the brainchild of entrepreneur Rick Steele, is an innovative take on the traditional carpool. Steele began his presentation by first identifying a major problem posed by current consumer behavior- 80% of the cars on the road have only one person in the vehicle. Furthermore, Americans take one billion car trips each day and 30% of CO2 and 50% of urban air pollution is caused by emissions from automobiles. Steele envisioned NuRide as an innovative climate change mitigation solution that is sustainable over the long-term. Part social networking website (ie. MySpace, Facebook), part eBay, part Match.com, NuRide facilitates an online “ridesharing” community where people are rewarded for engaging in socially responsible behavior. Similar to RecycleBank, NuRide's business model utilizes an incentive program, only this time the goal is to promote ridesharing. People who use NuRide earn rewards based on the number of trips they take as a passenger and the number of people they drive to a given destination. As Steele reports, preliminary results from his green venture hold great promise for increasing socially responsible behavior among motorists. There are already 22,000 NuRide members throughout seven states and 60% of these members have made a 100% mode shift in their driving habits.


  The final speaker on the panel, Mr. Wolfe of groSolar, capped off the evening by exploring the topic of innovation as it pertains to sustainable business. Wolfe offered the insight that passion drives innovation. In the case of groSolar, Wolfe's passion to sustain the future of the environment has driven his desire to provide solar energy for the masses. Wolfe, a veteran mechanical engineer, related to the audience that the “fear of not making mistakes stifles innovation.” He also advised the attendees that they should manage their companies with humility, expect and require ideas from colleagues, but not focus on merely proving one's own ideas. Wolfe's words of wisdom spoke to the philosophical core of the SPN panel topic, urging others to take risks in the name of innovation and promote the development of knowledge capital within the firm itself. 


This final panel of the series of SPN events was attended by a mix of students, industry professionals, and interested public. The panel members spoke enthusiastically about their business endeavors and how each of them hoped to contribute to improving the quality of the environment through lucrative enterprises. The speakers, while representing different stages in the career of an eco-entrepreneur, truly embodied the spirit of socially responsible business.  


Major take-home points offered by the guest speakers were that: 1) the increasing emphasis on and demand for sustainable practices has created an opportunity for entrepreneurs; 2) innovation is the key to finding a niche in the emerging sustainability market; and 3) entrepreneurs should not be afraid of taking risks when innovating, as fear of making mistakes is an obstacle to creativity. SPN will publish its 2007-2008 program online soon.

