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Leadership — corporate and environmental — is Ray Anderson’s business. 

Anderson says he took “a spear in the chest” when he first read Paul Hawken’s “The Ecology of Commerce” in 1994. “It was an epiphany,” he says, “and I resolved from that moment to cease being a plunderer and learn how to become a restorer.” Founder and chairman of Interface, Inc., the world’s largest manufacturer of commercial carpet tile, Anderson has become a corporate evangelist for sustainability and environmental citizenship. In 1998 he gave the keynote speech for the Annual Awards Banquet of the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce and was given a standing ovation by the members. Anderson returns to Asheville today with a message that is more relevant, more important than ever for our community: “The power of influence should never be underestimated, and I think the thing we can do for maximum leverage is to be successful in our little corner and demonstrate that it’s possible to do well and to do good at the same time. In fact, these two can positively feed on each other — doing well by doing good, doing good by doing well.” This is Anderson’s mantra, and he has carried it all over the world. In an era when corporate executives are often stereotyped as self-absorbed, cynical, and deceptive, Ray Anderson is a beacon of visionary leadership and creative thinking. 

Anderson and his team pledged that by 2020, Interface would be a completely sustainable company, producing no harmful emissions, no dangerous waste and using not a drop of oil. He reports today that waste is down 80 percent, water intake down 78 percent, emission of greenhouse gases down 46 percent, energy consumption down 31 percent, and use of petroleum-based materials down 28 percent. Since dedicating his business to sustainability in 1994, Anderson has seen his company’s sales and profits double. While significantly reducing its environmental footprint, Interface increased its annual sales to nearly $1 billion. “Our ultimate goal is to put the oil companies completely out of business,” he declares. 

Message has clout

Anderson’s message and example carries special weight with business audiences. As a capitalist entrepreneur himself, Anderson consistently reaches out beyond the environmental choir. “I want to disturb you, not to amuse you, to inform you rather than entertain you,” he often says. “Industrialists and the industrial system are systematically destroying our biosphere. It will take a long time but it’s headed in that direction. Business and industry must lead us away from the abyss,” he exhorts. “We must adapt to the drastic changes that are coming in the 21st Century. Those of us in business and industry must lead the way, must become the pioneers in leading the next industrial revolution.” Anderson advocates for an honest marketplace. He asserts that dishonesty is inherent in our system of economics which allows for the “the externalization of societal costs.” “The marketplace responds to supply and demand and establishes price,” Anderson says, “but the market has no notion of real costs.” He continues: “If you couple the power of the market — consumers insisting on responsible products, durable products made in environmentally sound ways — and you get business operating in an honest market, then you can get the changes we all want, but right now the market is fundamentally dishonest. Our ultimate goal has to be a new business model that demonstrates and promotes the value of sustainability-based commerce. We need to be taxing pollution and waste and loss of primary resources. That would help take care of business fast.”

Our community has been stimulated and inspired in recent years by some of the most powerful and persuasive voices in the land: Paul Hawken, the leading sustainability theorist; E. O. Wilson, socio-biologist and naturalist; David Orr, advocate for ecological literacy in our schools, colleges and universities; Janisse Ray, poet-biologist and author of “Ecology of a Cracker Childhood”; Jane Goodall with her message of hope and compassion for all living beings; Thomas Berry, one of the most eminent cultural historians of our time; and recently Bill McKibben, author of “The End of Nature” who sees community-building itself as the most important work we can do. 

Anderson acknowledges his personal debt to all of these clarion-callers. He embodies their core values and shares what he has learned from them and from his own experiences as he and his company attempt to climb what he calls Mount Sustainability. It’s time for all of us in Asheville to come together around an integrated, shared vision — a vision that makes sense for business, industry, real estate, education, churches, government, enterprises, and all citizens who love this region and depend on its resources. And who better to rally us now than Anderson — practical visionary and creative capitalist — who sees economics and ecology and social ethics as all one piece? We have a moral obligation to respond so that all of us can cease being plunderers and become restorers “doing well by doing good, doing good by doing well.” 

Can you imagine a community any better positioned than ours to take the lead, set the example, and make the long trek to the summit of Mount Sustainability? Let’s move. 
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