On a road trip to find common ground
Can the goals of the private sector be compatible with
sustainable development?
Ritwika Basu from the Indian Institute for Human Settlements (IIHS) visited Daniel Morchain at Oxfam in the UK as
part of the ASSAR Small Opportunities Grant (SOG). The ASSAR SOG offers young researchers the opportunity to take
advantage of the diverse expertise across ASSAR partners.
“We learnt about the trade-offs, challenges and incentives of the
private sector when it comes to supporting development goals. For
instance, while some big players in the food, textile and cosmetic
industries have never been more invested in ‘climate proofing’
livelihoods of farming communities in South America and parts of
Africa, this seems to be primarily driven by an urgency to secure
primary natural resources such as cocoa, coffee and cotton, which
are highly climate sensitive, rather than by a long-term commitment
to community development.

“We wanted to learn more about the private sector’s engagement in
the development of people and communities, as well as its role in
supporting people to adapt to climate change impacts. In doing so,
we looked at Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) – taking a critical look at where it might sit in the spectrum between greenwash
and altruism. Recognising that private sector involvement goes beyond CSR, we also tried to find out more about its role in development and climate change adaptation planning, especially with regard to mid- to long-term planning.”
– Daniel Morchain

“Building trust, promoting transparency and maintaining open
communications between the private sector on one hand, and
communities and NGOs on the other, is considered by all to be a
foundational element of keeping partnerships sustainable. To this
end, identifying and addressing conflictive issues goes a long way in
cementing cooperation and engagement. These are especially
important given the long-term horizons required when faced with
global challenges such as climate change.

“The initial findings of this research encourage us to contextualise
what we learned about ‘how-to-do-it-right’ to the Bangalore context
and build a case for involving private sector in development
interventions yielding specific adaptation co-benefits.”
– Ritwika Basu

The comic strip below represents what Basu and Morchain’s first exploration brought to light
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Yes, I have
actually been
thinking!
Why don’t you
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ideas first?

Wondering whom
to collaborate
with, though ...

Inception
The proposal must
align with the project
but can seek to explore ideas that haven't been explored to
the desired extent.

To explore
opportunities and
processes of private
sector’s involvement in different dimensions of human
and economic development.

Finding the right partner
She discusses the idea with Amir.
He encourages her to pursue it.
Why don't you
write to Daniel
Morchain from
Oxfam?

Good idea!
I'd learn so much about
how NGOs and the private sector collaborate
to achieve sustainable
development goals.

Such possibilities
in urban informal pockets
could potentially open doors
of collaboration between
private sector, government
and marginalised groups to
reduce the vulnerability of
the poorest in the city.

In the meantime ...

Proposal

The core idea and its evolution

Preparation

What's the role of private sector in sustainable and equitable development? What
are good ways to approach this collaboration? What are the opportunities and risks?

In the meantime,
Ritwika writes to
Daniel. He is
happy to
collaborate.

The profiles
look diverse and
interesting!
Time to draft the
questionnaire ...
Links with enhancing
local resilience and
adaptive capacity.

After an intense back and forth,
the final proposal is ready to be
submitted. Fingers crossed!

In the meantime,
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First day at Oxfam

Ritwika looks around
big-eyed, absorbs the
tiniest details possible.
This is her very first visit
to the UK!

... situate India in the
larger global context
and help us understand
how players across the
world are considering
similar issues.

Ritwika and Daniel
meet in person for the
first time. There's a lot
to catch up on ...

The line-up
We are
meeting a
bunch of Oxfam
folks from
across team.

Specifics of
today's
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Ulrike Jonas, Private Sector Advisor
Ulrike studies how different business models can
help rebuild communities and economies in postconflict regions. She shared insights from her work on
rehabilitation in Rwanda, Croatia and Sri Lanka.
The toolkit she
mentioned might
be worth
exploring ...
That’s
right!

In our region,
conflict around
water largely
shapes people's
vulnerabilities.
It often
influences
people's
livelihood choices
and outcomes.

John Magrath, Programme Researcher

They explore
different
dimensions of engagement with the
private sector.
I am really
looking
forward to it!

Is CSR an ideal approach?

John is a researcher, journalist and writer.
He works on diverse themes, including
climate change.

... thus effective research must also study the
underlying trust building and erosion processes. Sustaining relationships with communities
is challenging, but important, especially as
private sector players come into the scene.

My experience of dealing with
climate change-supply chain
nexus in Africa points to flawed
networks and relations. Trust
and communication have to be
at the core of any collaboration.

How do private
enterprises/business
agglomerations define
'social responsibility' in
different regions?

How do they
change? What are
they contingent on?

What is your experience
working with private sector
actors in your long career as
a development researcher
and practitioner?

Erinch Sahan (Private Sector Team) and

Real stories of change

Wolfgang Weinmann

Ruth Mhlanga (Policy Advisor)

Behind the Brands Campaign!

Private Sector Team
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I agree with
Erinch! Social enterprises
offer a lot of potential.
CSR is much more constrained ...

My experience as
a CSR strategist
has been very
Increasingly,
challenging!
CSR is
entering core
business ...
Motivation? Fragile
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Take for instance
Starbucks or
M&S ...

Unilever, Body Shop, M&S, Nestlé are some of the
giants that exhibit Oxfam's sustained efforts ...

Climate change is a huge concern
For instance,
Starbucks and Nestlé are
actively involved in climate
proofing activities
concerned with coffee and
cocoa in South America.

Oxfam-Unilever
futuristic business model is
centred around
climate finance.

Dr Jenny Fairbrass
Norwich Business School
Dr Fairbrass teaches a range of topics, including
CSR and Business Ethics to graduate students at
UEA Business School.

I primarily study lobbying
behaviour of British and
French companies. Currently
exploring alternatives to the
EU Single Market Programme.
Fairtrade certified
brand Cafe Direct,
entirely built by us, is
a compelling story.
Our work with
cement and tobacco industries in Sri Lanka might be
of interest ...

'Publicity' is the
most important
driver!
Enthusiasm
peaks and drops!
We don’t see much of
a continuity in efforts when
it comes to CSR initiatives.
Discrete attempts are
many, which means that
often linkages
are missing.

The bottom line is: money – or, the
business case – drives private
sector efforts around development.

Dr Jenny Fairbrass
Norwich Business School
They discuss some critical issues emerging from
research being undertaken by her students.

Highly-skewed power
relations between
Scapegoating
enterprises and their NGO
behaviour
partners ...
and fuzzy
accountability
Our Kingfisher project
measures.
provides interesting
insights ...

Business school
curriculum ought to give more importance to CSR and business ethics.
The module is always one of the electives. We must shift from 'can dowithout' to 'must not-dowithout'.

On their way back

Her work is so
challenging! Marrying business with
ethics in practice ...

Yeah, her points on value
systems, curriculum structure,
uptake and internal barriers in
academia are really the
fundamentals!

Impactt Limited, London

Finding the middle ground

Impactt is an award-winning ethical trade consultancy with
a vision to improve workers' livelihoods in a way that
benefits businesses and workers.

... Identify
overlaps
between
business interests
and that of the
local community.

We focus on expanding sphere of influence and minimising negative externalities of private
Companies often need
help from development
actors like us to make best
use of CSR resources.

Our Gucci project
with the Muslim migrant weaver community in Mumbai is a
classic example!

They discuss questions while
setting up Skype with
Impactt.

Wrapping up

Goodbye

Like every journey that ends ...

They process all the conversations they had the
entire week and discuss the way forward ...
Good work! It's been
a real productive
week!
1-2 cases
should be
good!

Totally! Will keep you
posted once the field
work in Bangalore is
finalised.

Let's explore ways of
integrating learnings
accumulated in the
past one week!

It was really nice
having you here.
Do keep in
touch ...
And let's keep
this good
work going.
Convey my
regards to
everyone!

Thank you so much!
I had a great time
here. Will surely keep
in touch.

Will do!

A long way
ahead!
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ABOUT ASSAR
ASSAR uses insights from multiple-scale, interdisciplinary work to improve the understanding of the barriers, enablers and limits to effective, sustained and
widespread climate change adaptation out to the 2030s. Working in seven countries in Africa and South Asia, ASSAR’s regional teams research socio-ecological
dynamics relating to livelihood transitions, and the access, use and management of land and water. One of four consortia under the Collaborative Adaptation
Research Initiative in Africa and Asia (CARIAA), ASSAR generates new knowledge of climate change hotspots to influence policy and practice and to change the way
researchers and practitioners interact.
For more information: ASSAR - www.assar.uct.ac.za or email Ritwika Basu - basu@iihs.ac.in
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