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THE GERMAN PuUBLISHING INDUSTRY:
MANAGING ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

A TEAcHING CASE STuDY

by

Eric Hansen
Steve Lawton
Stefan Weinfurter

This case study describes the challenges that con-
front the German publishing industry as it attempts
to implement environmentally responsible purchas-
ing of paper. German consumers are considered leaders
in environmental awareness, and many actively sup-
port environmental organizations. This case focuses
on how industry and individual companies have
responded to demands from both consumers and
environmental organizations, what role stakehold-
ers play in business decision making, and how envi-
ronmental managers can affect company change. Cop-
ies of the related teaching notes are available from

the senior author (hansenen@frl.orst.edu).

The publishing industry in Germany uses
huge volumes of paper in the production of
magazines and newspapers for their readers
throughout Europe. Prior to 1993, though,
this industry had given little thought to the
environmental impacts of its paper-buying
practices. The publishers felt that environ-
mental issues surrounding forestry were the
responsibility of their suppliers, and they had
little knowledge of the origins of the fiber
used for paper production. Neither did they
know how the forest was managed or har-
vested. At the same time, a significant por-
tion of the European public was becoming
more aware of environmental issues and how
their consumption of wood and paper af-
fected the forests of the world. This setting
contributed to the industry’s becoming a
target of the environmental group
Greenpeace during forest campaigns of the
mid-1990s. In 1994, several of the large
publishing companies found Greenpeace
activists on their front doorsteps, sawing up
large logs to protest the negative impact of
forest practices associated with paper pro-
duction on the health of forests, and asking
about the geographical source of the paper
used by the company.

The German public and media are very
sympathetic to actions taken by environmen-
tal activists. They care deeply about national




environmental problems, as well as interna-
tional affairs such as the deforestation of
tropical rain forests. For example, Germany
has one of the world’s highest paper recy-
cling rates, approximately 60% [Verband
Deutscher Papierfabriken e.V. (VDP) 1996].
As another example, a significant public de-
bate arose in Germany over the sinking of
an offshore drilling platform. Shell Oil had
planned to dispose of the Brent Spar plat-
form by sinking it into the North Sea.
Greenpeace felt that such an action was in-
appropriate; in response, they rallied the
public around the issue and organized a broad
boycott of Shell gas stations in Germany. As
a result of the public outcry, the platform
was not sunk.

The publishing industry became a target
for environmental protest because of con-
cerns about its paper-purchasing practices;
companies received thousands of postcards
from the public, who protested these prac-
tices and threatened to drop subscriptions.
Through actions aimed at both national and
international issues, Greenpeace is very popu-
lar in Germany, much more popular than in
the United States. Clearly, companies doing
business in Germany cannot ignore the opin-
ions of environmental groups such as

Greenpeace.

THE PuBLISHING INDUSTRY

Sensitivity to the environment is critical
for publishing companies. Wolfgang Fiirstner
from the German Magazine Publishers As-
sociation [Verband Deutscher Zeitschriften-
verleger e.V. (VDZ)] explained it very well,
saying that

Publishing houses have to have a ma-
jor sensibility about environmental issues
because they deal with the public opin-
ions. They are part of the public opin-

ion. They sell it. They live from it. You
can’t do your own business wrong in the
environmental point of view and then
sell environmental positions in your maga-

zine. *

Because of the unique public role of pub-
lishing companies, as both consumers and
sellers, they were especially vulnerable to
being targeted by environmental groups. This
situation presented a significant challenge to
the publishing industry, and they wanted the
problem to disappear. As companies in the
industry began to formulate a strategy to
resolve the problem, they soon began to
understand what was necessary to restore
consumers’ trust in the use of paper: clear
communication with readers about the real
problems with paper use. Consumers needed
to understand that paper was not a waste of
resources and that the production of paper
was not harming the health of the forest.
According to Wolfgang Fiirstner, people
must know that there are environmental con-
cerns, but that the industry has high envi-
ronmental goals and works hard to reach
them.

The publishing companies were con-
fronted with the decision of how best to re-
spond to public protest. Should the indi-
vidual companies that were the targets of
protest respond to their critics, or was it more
effective to coordinate a unified response to
these environmental concerns through an in-
dustry trade association? The companies
chose to work through the magazine pub-
lishers association (the VDZ) to address the
situation. This group action was advanta-
geous. The collective buying power of the
group made it easier to influence suppliers’
practices, and the consistent message to sup-
pliers increased the likelihood of their posi-

tive cooperation.

* Quotes come from personal interviews conducted by the
authors, unless otherwise noted.




Currently, the public controversy sur-
rounding paper, forestry, and the German
publishing industry has subsided as a result
of the initial actions taken. The industry
continues to address this issue to ensure that
they are responding to environmental con-
cerns in an effective, comprehensive, and
coordinated manner to reduce the chance of
future protests by environmental groups.
Although future protests by environmental
groups are expected, the publishing indus-
try will be better prepared through aggres-
sive actions on all environmental fronts, thus
avoiding many criticisms from environmen-

tal groups.

THE MAJOR PuBLISHING COMPANIES

The German magazine market is mature and
saturated, resulting in significant competition
among magazine publishers, along with increas-
ing competition from alternative media forms.
A stagnant market in the mid-1990s exacer-
bated the competitive situation. The major
publishers (Table 1) are international players.

Accordingly, their actions influence the world-
wide industry. In general, the sale of newspa-
pers and magazines accounts for half of the
industry’s revenues, and advertising accounts
for the other half.

Gruner + Jahr AG & Co (G+]) was one
of the first publishing companies that was
targeted by Greenpeace. Traditionally, the
opinions expressed in G+]’s publications have
been liberal, and the company and its cor-
porate culture are typically sympathetic to-
wards the environmental issues brought for-
ward by Greenpeace. Thus, many of G+J’s
readers hold opinions about the environment
that are similar to those held by Greenpeace
members. Greenpeace may have decided to
concentrate on G+] because it is politically
similar to Greenpeace. A debate between
Greenpeace and a conservative publishing
company might have been perceived by the
public as a classic debate between the left
and the right. By choosing the liberal and
environmentally oriented G+], Greenpeace
made the issue more obvious to the general

public. Greenpeace specifically targeted the

Table 1. Data for top German publishing companies.

Market share,
German print

Sales Number of Profit advertising
Company (billion DM*) employees (million DM) (%)
Gruner + Jahr 4.82 12,544 448 17.6
AG & Co
(1996/1997)
Axel Springer 4.42 12,356 164 6.8
(1996)
Burda Druck 1.73 4,342 401 17.1
(1996)
Bauer Publishing 3.00 6,000 NA* 10.0

(1997)

*1.717 DM = $1 US (November 1997)
T Before taxes.
* NA: not available




magazine Stern, a popular liberal weekly
published by G+J; since it was delivered on
Thursdays, Greenpeace coined the campaign
phrase “Thursday is clearcut day.” In fact,
for six months Greenpeace protested in front
of G+J’s headquarters. Greenpeace invited
the television media to the event and gave
pieces of the logs they were sawing to pass-
ersby as a reminder of the publisher’s im-
pact on forests.

Another major company, Axel Springer
Verlag AG (ASV), has a reputation for be-
ing on the forefront of environmental issues.
ASV is the largest newspaper publisher in
Germany. In 1992, before environmental or-
ganizations took up the issue of sustainable
forestry for paper products, the board of ASV
initiated the development of a holistic cor-

The

company’s department of environmental af-

porate environmental strategy.
fairs supports the continuous improvement
of the company and the industry towards
better environmental performance. Because
of the early start and innovative implemen-
tation of this strategy, ASV is regarded by
many as the proactive leader for the indus-
try concerning sustainable management along

the paper chain.

Florian Nehm, the head of ASV’s depart-
ment of environmental affairs, has a very
strong opinion regarding the company’s en-
vironmental responsibilities. He says, “No-
body should know, understand better, about
environmental issues related to the produc-
tion of newspapers and magazines than Axel
Springer.” On the other hand, he also has
strong opinions concerning the responsibil-
ity of science and suppliers: “We require from
forest science and forest industry to invent
the litmus test for biodiversity in the forest
square meters they use. We cannot wait 100
years; we need to be able to react in a very
short time, a year or so.”

The other two companies discussed here,
Heinrich Bauer Produktions KG (Bauer) and

Burda Druck (Burda), have maintained a
lower profile on this issue, but their respec-
tive commitments to sustainable forestry and

environmental issues are generally similar.

THE INFLUENCE OF STAKEHOLDERS
Environmental Groups

Today, environmental organizations
worldwide are an expression of society’s fear
and concern, having recognized the conse-
quences of exploitation of nature and its
resources when the principle of sustainability
is not adhered to. Such organizations are so
strong and widely accepted because they rep-
resent the guilty conscience of an industrial
society that knows that it has to pay the
price for its prosperity with the often ruth-
less exploitation of nature and its resources.

(Fuirstner 1996, p. 16)

The level of acceptance and relative
strength of environmental groups varies
within every society and appears dependent
on cultural values and economic conditions.
In Germany, environmental groups are ac-
cepted, well financed, and very influential.
Even within the publishing industry, many
managers recognize a valid societal role for
environmental groups. Greenpeace has been
at the epicenter of issues with the publish-
ing industry. Due to the high level of sup-
port by the general German public for such
environmental groups, Germany is a major
source of financial revenue for Greenpeace
International. Greenpeace Germany has just
over 500,000 members, with a total contri-
bution in 1996 of approximately $45 mil-
lion, or 33% of the world total. Thus, con-
tributions from Germany subsidize
Greenpeace activities in other countries
(Greenpeace 1997).

The World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWE), ROBIN WOOD e.V., and BUND

also have been active in forestry-related is-




sues. WWF is a major environmental orga-
nization in Germany that often works on
the same issues as Greenpeace but employs
cooperative, rather than confrontational, tac-
tics. WWEF works with a variety of indus-
tries that use wood products in Germany to
form a buyers’ group of companies commit-
ted to buying third-party-certified wood
products.” Other environmental groups, es-
pecially Greenpeace, feel that WWEF has
aligned itself too closely to industry. How-
ever, Heiko Liedeker from WWF Germany
feels that it is a feasible and realistic approach
that gets something done. To industry, it
appears that the two groups are collaborat-
ing, as Greenpeace often starts a popular cam-
paign and WWF does the follow-up work
to find a meaningful solution.

Smaller environmental groups, such as
ROBIN WOOD and BUND, concentrate
mostly on tropical wood issues. The paper
used by German publishers is not made from
native tropical forests, so these groups are

not as important to publishers.

Journalists

Managers of publishing companies face a
challenging situation. Many of the journal-
ists they employ are environmentally ori-
ented, write about environmental issues, and
may even agree with environmental organi-
zations about environmental issues. These
journalists see themselves as early scanners
of the environment and feel a strong sense
of responsibility to inform their readers.
Thus, employees (journalists) may write ar-
ticles that are critical of their own employer’s
(publishing company’s) activities. One man-
ager reflected on this paradox as the split
personality inherent in most publishing com-
panies, where journalists write about envi-

ronmental groups as heroes, but management

T See p.9 for a discussion of certification.

sees them as something different. The dif-
ferent environmental perspectives of journal-
ists and the publishing companies presented
an opportunity for the strategy of environ-
mental groups.

Readers

During past campaigns by environmental
groups, publishers and paper companies have
received thousands of postcards asking them
about ecological forest management and har-
vesting practices. According to Bernard
Gallus, Environmental Manager at Burda,
some readers expressed their desire to have
clearcut-free forest products; unfortunately,
it is not currently feasible to produce large
volumes this way. As another example, G+]
received letters from consumers concerned
about a special edition of a children’s maga-
zine that was mailed in a plastic mailer, rather
than the normal paper envelope. Readers
asked why G+J would compromise the envi-
ronment by using plastic rather than paper
and indicated they would cancel their sub-
scriptions if this practice continued. Even
though the plastic was recyclable, consum-
ers perceived it to be more harmful than
paper to the environment.

The publishing companies experience
large-scale consumer concern or feedback
from readers only during campaigns by en-
vironmental groups. All of the publishers
regularly receive comments from their read-
ers concerning environmental matters, but
they are not a significant percentage of the
total readership. However, the publishing
companies are remaining active because of
the potential power of environmental activ-

ism that has previously affected them.

Suppliers

German publishers demand very high
quality paper from their suppliers, especially
for magazine stock. These requirements gen-
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erally favor Canada and Northern Europe.
Environmental groups exploited the German
supply link to Canada and Scandinavia by
also targeting paper suppliers in those re-
gions. They used tactics similar to those they
used against the publishers, such as having
members of the public send postcards pro-
testing forest practices. Initially, suppliers
were not interested in hearing customers’
demands with respect to the environment,
but they began to listen when they recog-
nized the potential political risk and market
implications of ignoring the issue. In con-
trast to the German publishing industry, the
paper-supplying companies, though operat-
ing in a concentrated industry, tended to
respond to these environmental concerns
through individual corporate actions, rather
than as a cohesive industry group. For ex-
ample, one company picked a set of people
that had sent protesting postcards and wrote
to them offering an all-expenses-paid tour
of their forestry operations.

PuBLISHERS  ACTIONS

When the publishing companies were first
targeted by the environmental groups, it was
clear the companies did not have the neces-
sary information to answer many of the ques-
tions regarding fiber sources posed by
Greenpeace and others. They typically could
not identify which forests were being har-
vested to produce the paper used in their
magazines. The companies had apparently
forgotten the relationship between their in-
dustry and the forest. As stated by Florian
Nehm of ASV, “Some years ago we did not
know, we did not remember that we print

on wood.”

Working Together

The companies were poorly prepared to
respond to inquiries by environmental groups

and soon began developing a collaborative

proactive strategy through the publishers’ as-
sociation (VDZ). The strategy included for-
mulating a uniform public relations plan to
restore public trust in paper and the pub-
lishing industry. A working group, includ-
ing publishing companies and the VDP, pro-
duced six position papers that described the
minimum actions expected from suppliers.
The papers covered a variety of topics, in-
cluding environmental goals for forest man-
agement and harvesting, pulp production,
paper production, paper fiber recycling,
printing process, and printing inks. The six
position papers created by the industry were
well publicized and printed by a variety of
newspapers. The position paper on “Forest
Management and Harvesting” begins with
the following statement:

For centuries, printed paper has been
a conveyor of information, education and
entertainment. Books, magazines and
newspapers are a vehicle for the plurality
of opinions that is a cornerstone of de-
mocracy.

Collaboration between producers of
printing papers and publishers is an im-
portant prerequisite for coping innova-
tively with ecological, technical and eco-
nomic challenges.

Paper — the basis of our printed prod-
ucts — is made from wood, a renewable
raw material, which grows in a sensitive
ecosystem, namely forests. While being
aware that most of the wood used in the
Northern hemisphere goes into the con-
struction industry and into the manu-
Jacture of furniture, producers of print-
ing papers and magazines accept that they
have a duty of care toward the environ-
ment. The responsibility includes

(1) forest management and harvesting
(2) pulp production
(3) paper production




(4) paper fibre recycling

(5) printing process.
(press release by VDP and VDZ, Bonn,
18 March 1996)

The forest management and harvesting
guidelines include eight separate aspects:
protection of rainforests, protection of pri-
meval forests, conservation areas, sustain-
ability, harvesting methods, biodiversity,
certification, and frankness and dialogue.
These statements are very general, but cre-
ate a position from which member compa-
nies can operate.

To further publicize their commitment
to the environment, the publishers once again
relied on cooperation between the VDZ and
the paper manufacturers’ association (VDP).
This consortium worked to produce
Papernews, an informative magazine insert
dealing with issues of forestry and pulp and
paper. The first insert consisted of 28 pages
and was incorporated into magazines such
as G+]J’s Stern. In total, 7.7 million copies of
the first issue were distributed to readers in
June 1996. Happy with the success of the
first issue, the consortium released the sec-
ond issue in September 1997, and 8.8 mil-
lion copies were distributed. Topics of the
first issue included forest ecology, paper re-
cycling, and forest management in Canada,
Scandinavia, and Russian Karelia. Topics
from the second issue included the McGregor
Model Forest in Canada and certification.
Both editions were written by independent
journalists to increase credibility. Papernews
was well received by readers and helped calm

the public debate.

Forest Certification

Publishers see forest certification as one
of the ways to restore the public’s confidence
in the use of paper. Forest certification is a

mechanism to verify that a particular forest

is well managed, and it can take three basic
forms. First-party certification is essentially
self-certification. Companies often make
claims about their environmental perfor-
mance, as do governments. However, com-
panies are often not seen as credible sources
of information. In second-party certification,
an outside association or customer of a com-
pany endorses its actions. This method also
potentially suffers from credibility problems.
Finally, third-party certification is an on-the-
ground evaluation of environmental perfor-
mance by an outside, unbiased organization,
based on a set of accepted standards.

For third-party certification, if the prac-
tices meet specific levels of performance, the
company receives a certificate that states the
forest is well managed. This certificate ulti-
mately allows the company to make envi-
ronmental claims concerning the products
originating from that forest and also allows
them to use an eco-label on the product.
Currently, the only international forest cer-
tification system is that developed by the
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). The FSC
is an international, nongovernmental orga-
nization that serves as an accreditor of certi-
fying agencies and also facilitates the devel-
opment of regional forest management stan-
dards. The FSC certification system is sup-
ported by most environmental groups.

The industry stated its position concern-
ing certification in its position paper on for-

est management and harvesting:

Publishers and paper mills operating
in Germany are interested in the early
introduction of a certification system that
is recognized worldwide. The German
Pulp and Paper Association (VDP), there-
fore, calls upon all suppliers of wood and
pulp to play a part in such a certification
system.

(press release by VDP and VDZ, Bonn,
18 March 1996)
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As explained by Hans-Jiirgen Bohm, En-
vironmental Manager at Bauer, this envi-
ronmental issue will be as big as, if not
bigger than, it currently is as long as for-
ests are not certified. While third-party
certification is not necessarily what is re-
quired by the publishing companies, it is
very clear that they require certification
that is acceptable and credible to their read-
ers and environmental groups. Since envi-
ronmental groups largely support the FSC
system, publishing companies require a
similar certification system.

Currently, numerous organizations are de-
veloping different standards, mechanisms, and
certification schemes, which can confuse stake-
holders. When German publishers are asked
to state their preferred forest certification
scheme, they respond that it is not their re-
sponsibility to determine the standards. This
contributes to the confusion and competition
and allows the German publishers to avoid
making a significant commitment to a specific
forest certification scheme. However, publish-
ers will commit to a specific scheme when it
becomes necessary, even though few expect sig-
nificant competitive advantage or price premi-

ums to result.

Environmental Management
Systems

The German publishing industry has also
responded to environmental concerns by
focusing on their operational facilities. Most
companies have aggressively pursued regis-
tration of their production operations to
environmental management systems such as
ISO 14000 or the European-based Eco-Man-
agement and Audit Scheme (EMAS). Thus,
formal management systems within a com-
pany are designed to minimize the company’s

impacts on the environment.

Individual Company Efforts

Some companies have gone beyond work-
ing with the associations to help resolve the
forestry and paper issue. For example, ASV
actively investigates the practices of its sup-
pliers, visits sites, and discusses management
practices with stakeholders. Initially it was
difficult for ASV to have active discussions
with suppliers. Paper companies were not
accustomed to customers questioning the
integrity of supplier’s management practices,
and they did not receive it well. Florian
Nehm characterized the sentiment as, “How
dare we stick our nose into other people’s
business, into other countries’ business?”
However, the paper companies, along with
most other industries, soon accepted this
environmental evaluation of suppliers by
their customers. Though ASV has had to
actively encourage suppliers to change their
practices, it has never had to eliminate a
supplier.

ASV has acted in several ways to move its
suppliers forward in this area. For example,
ASV has a generic set of requirements by
which their suppliers must abide. These re-
quirements include reforesting promptly,
maintaining ecological processes, maintain-
ing control procedures for verification, broad-
ening knowledge about forest ecology, rec-
ognizing and dealing with indigenous people,
and constantly and clearly communicating
their actions and their impacts to the pub-
lic. ASV requires that suppliers inform them
when there is an environmental problem in
the supply of paper so that ASV does not
find out about the problem through another
source, such as an environmental group. This
policy is explained by Mr. Nehm: “We want
to buy paper from companies able to handle
their relations, their conflicts . . . We re-
quire that our suppliers not only to tell us

how wonderful they are, but also report en-




vironmental accidents . . . We don’t want to
find out by chance.”

ASV also visits the forest to check on the
environmental training of forest workers. If
a forest worker states that he has had signifi-
cantly fewer hours of environmental train-
ing than what management claims, it creates
a “difficult situation”. However, ASV has
found that discovering and correcting these
“difficult situations” moves the company’s
environmental agenda forward and provides
an opportunity to create a positive buyer-
supplier relationship.

Several publishing companies worked with
a Scandinavian supplier that was operating
in Russian Karelia. A few of the environ-
mental groups, and subsequently the pub-
lishing companies, took exception to the
company’s operations. Rather than delist the
supplier and halt all purchases, the publish-
ing companies collaborated with the paper
supplier to modify its operations to meet ex-
pectations.

PRESENT SITUATION

The companies now consider environmen-
tal issues as part of their daily operations
and understand that they must continually
improve their environmental performance.
For the moment, the intensity of the public
controversy over paper use by the German
publishing industry has subsided. However,
the publishing industry believes the current
calm could easily be disrupted with one well-
orchestrated environmental campaign against
a specific company. Therefore, the publish-
ing companies continue to be committed to
improving their environmental record, as
manifested by a continued involvement with
suppliers, pursuit of ISO 14000 or EMAS

registration for factories, and continued par-

ticipation in forums concerning sustainable

forestry.

FuturRe CHALLENGES

While the German publishing industry is
pleased with the initial resolution of the
public debate over sustainable forestry and
paper, it faces many future challenges as it
continues to build public trust and tries to
purchase pulp and paper responsibly. Some
key issues the industry must consider in the
future are the following:

* Which certification system is most ap-
propriate for the industry, and will it
meet the expectations of the environ-

mental groups and the public?

* What is the appropriate level of indus-
try participation with their forest sup-

pliers in foreign countries?

* Should the industry continue on the
same path, or should they proactively
pursue environmentally friendly forest

management/paper sources?

* What are the advantages and disadvan-
tages of responding to environmental
issues via a trade association versus re-
sponding on an individual company
basis?

* How do individual companies integrate
their commitment to the environment

throughout their organizations?
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