
03/07/2007 10:41 AMglobeandmail.com: Shannon Boase on green packaging

Page 1 of 4http://www.theglobeandmail.com/servlet/story/RTGAM.20070307.wliveboase0307/BNStory/specialSmallBusiness/?pageRequested=all

Posted AT 10:15 AM EST ON 07/03/07

Shannon Boase on green packaging
GLOBE AND MAIL UPDATE

Related to this article

Shannon Boase with Earthcycle's sustainable packaging made from a renewable resource Ñ palm fibre, which is a waste product, discarded when
the palm fruit is harvested throughout the year for its oil. (www.earthcycle.com)

Latest Comments 

Start a conversation on this story

Shortly after Shannon Boase moved to Malaysia in 1997, her view of the country's famed emerald-green seas and lush rainforests was clouded. A
graduate of business schools in France and her hometown of Vancouver, including an Asian Studies program that offered work placement in Asia,
Boase was enjoying her overseas stint Ñ until  plumes of smoke sent her allergies into full  wheeze, the result of land clearing and burn-off from the
semi-annual palm fruit harvest in Malaysia and Indonesia. One day it got so bad schools, airports and ports closed. Residents were advised to stay
inside.

Boase thought there must be a better, healthier, perhaps even profitable way to make use of the fibrous waste left after extraction of the palm oil, a
valuable commodity of which Malaysia claims 60 to 70 per cent of the world market.

As Robin Roberts writes today in her Globe article Creating products with no future, Ms. Boase she began working a few

years later with the venture capital arm of the Malaysian government, which was also keen on clearing the air of the noxious fumes.

Collectively, they came up with the idea to turn the leftover palm husk fiber, normally bound for a bonfire, into compostable food packaging and
produce trays.

Before she could put the plan into action, however, an illness in the family sent her back to Vancouver in early 2004. Rather than leave the project
behind, she brought it to her own backyard, betting Canada was ripe for an alternative to the plethora of plastic on local store shelves.

By the end of 2004 and early 2005, Boase had acquired the North American distribution rights for Malaysia's palm fiber, rounded up investors, lined
up distributors on Vancouver Island, in the U.S. Midwest and East Coast, secured a factory in Malaysia through her partner there, set up an inventory
warehouse near Seattle, and launched Earthcycle Packaging Ltd. out of shared office space in downtown Vancouver with just herself and a staff of
three.

Soon she was being hailed in the business sections of North American newspapers and magazines like the Vancouver Sun, 24 Hours, and Fast
Company as a young entrepreneur on the brink of a business bonanza. After all, what company wouldn't leap at the chance to ease the groaning
landfills of all that plastic?

Well, most companies, as it turns out.

Apart from Capers and Loblaw's, which used her trays for blueberries and mushrooms last summer, Canadian businesses were mostly blasŽ about
the product.

Boase had better luck south of the border: Whole Foods, Wild Oats, Publix, Trader Joe's, Kroger, Henry's and Wal-Mart all adopted her packaging.
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Her only Canadian client is produce consolidator Oppenheimer Group in Coquitlam, B.C.

Boase cites economics (too expensive to make the switch-over from existing contracts), stacking issues (the trays use a thin plastic film that's also
compostable but hardly protective) and resistance to change from the cheap, easy and abundant plastic as reasons Canada is slower to get on board.

"As much as we're selling packaging, we're selling change," she says.

Ms. Boase has kindly agreed to take questions today from noon EST to 1 p.m. EST from the readers of globeandmail.com

Join the Conversation at that time or submit a question or comment in advance. Your questions and Ms. Boase's answers will  appear at the bottom
of this page when the discussion begins.

Editor's Note: globeandmail.com editors will  read and allow or reject each question/comment. Comments/questions may be edited for length or
clarity. We will  not publish questions/comments that include personal attacks on participants in these discussions, that make false or unsubstantiated
allegations, that purport to quote people or reports where the purported quote or fact cannot be easily verified, or questions/comments that include
vulgar language or libellous statements. Preference will  be given to readers who submit questions/comments using their full name and home town,
rather than a pseudonym.

Noel Hulsman, Small Business Editor, globeandmail.com, writes: Thanks for joining us today to discuss the challengesÑand opportunitiesÑin
promoting green products.

Shannon, you've been quoted as saying that you're selling change, as much as you're selling packaging, but let's start off with the packaging: How
does it differ from what's on the market now?

Shannon Boase writes: From a functional point of view, our product is no different from what is on the market right now. Our packaging protects
and displays products, just like plastic. However, aesthetically, our product is not clear, unlike plastic and PLA (the corn-based resin manufactured
by Cargil). It's natural looking, it doesn't seem manufactured nor over processed.

Noel Hulsman writes: Change is constant in the retail world, particularly in the grocery business, is there a particular resistance to change when it
comes to packaging?

Shannon Boase writes: I think that anytime there is something new, whether it be in a retail environment or not, there is a natural tendency to resist
change. "Why should I upset my routine, the suppliers that I have in place, the control that I have created over my environment unless I have to". To
introduce a new material and packaging, we have first had to convince clients that it will  perform just as well (and hopefully better) than what they
are using now. This involves sampling, trials and testsÑall of this takes time and extra effortÑwhich is something that many in the
grower/grocery/retail trade do not have to spare. The grocery/retail industry is dealing with perishable products, so there is an urgency and
immediacy to much of their day to day business. So, for them to step aside and take time out to test the materials, run it through their supply chains
and then feedback, it is a big challenge. Of course, there are many in the industries that have dedicated teams to look at packaging, but they still
require a great deal of qualification and proof that the material will  withstand in the process and then they want to put it in front of the consumer to
gauge reaction.

I  hate to use it, but the clique of 'if  it any broken don't fix it' holds true here. Aside from mounting evidence that we are doing something harmful to
our world through the burning of fossil fuels, there is no immediate stick for changeÑsomething that impacts an individual's life right nowÑso it
takes commitment and faith that our small actions today will  have lasting impact in the future.

Laureen McMullan, Calgary writes: I think there will  be more acceptance to non plastic packaging now, but the Government will  have to give
industry a list of options as to what they can do to go green, a deadline to achieve it, and why.

Shannon Boase writes: Government mandates can have a role to play in promoting a change to non-renewable resource packaging. As much of the
costs of using plastics and the savings to using renewable packaging are externalities, governments have the breadth and capability to force change.

Business can play a role in change but, the reality is, in business, unless there is an economic motive to introduce alternative materials, then it will  be
difficult  for change to take hold. With that said, the economic motive for businesses to change is starting to take shape. Aside from the increased
price of oil and the mounting scientific evidence to global warming, the fact is that environmental concerns and 'going green' have become
mainstream. Thanks to the Inconvenient Truth, the message that we have to do something now has rallied the consumer to be more demanding on
industry to shape up and with it comes the realization from business that there is a market to be had in becoming more environmentally focused.

Andrew Malcolmson, Belleville, ON, writes: Sounds this success of this terrific product is facing the same dilemma as most other environmentally
friendly alternatives: the producer of the problem externalizes the cost of packaging disposal to the public. My question for Ms. Boase is: 'Do you
believe that companies should pay for the full  lifecyle of the products they manufacture and package?' think that both government and business have
a role to play.

Shannon Boase writes: Having to pay for something will  always catch the attention of business. Unfortunately, if  companies are forced to pay for
the full  lifecycle of the products they manufacture and package, then we know that the consumer will  also be forced to pay for it too. I  do think that
there is room for industry to become smarter in its choices on what materials it uses, how products are packaged and how products are designed and
some form of financial penalty or incentive to promote this change has and would continue to have an impact. Consumers will reward companies
that take on this responsibility, but initially I don't think that it will  be enough for change.
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Governments, I think, needs to ensure that there is proper and adequate infrastructure to accept and dispose of products in an effective and value-
driven manner. The green bin program in GTA is an excellent example. It is one thing to have biodegradable and compostable packaging, but if  there
is not adequate infrastructure to take advantage of it, then its impact is not as great as it could be. The green bin program not only captures that value
but helps promote the increased adoption of such packaging.

Noel Hulsman writes: Shannon, you're based in Vancouver, a city that has traditionally been seen as being ahead of the curve on environmental
matters. Does it concern you that the response to your efforts have, so far, seemed more promising south of the border?

Shannon Boase writes: Ahh, the Canadian entrepreneur's dilemma! The US has always been a great draw for Canadian companies due to its size
and we made a decision early on to focus on this market. We need volume to launch a new product and the US offers it. When you are a start up,
you have to make tough decisions on where you want to focus your resources and the fact is the US market was very receptive out of the gates for
us, so we followed this path that is being created.

We haven't spent a lot of time promoting our products in the Vancouver marketÑalthough as of December 2006 we do a have a distributor that
covers BC for us and they are starting to move the product. Also, much of the fresh produce in the market now is not from BC, it is from south of
the border. For local retailers to impact change on their packaging, it will  be easier with local growers and this will  happen when our fresh fruit and
vegetable season starts in early Spring.

So, in answer to your question, I'm not too concerned that our products are not more widely available locally. We haven't expended the efforts for it
and there are seasonality factors. I'm confident that it will  happen, though, as we start to build relationships with local retailers and farmer's markets
and our distributor (Enterprise Paper) is able to fulfill  orders.

Rob Misek, Whitby, ON, writes: I would expect that when considering green packaging, the entire product lifecycle would be the prime
consideration. Only by standardizing packaging can we standardize recycling. If  standard food safe materials (probably a specific thermoplastic)
were printed with standard dyes, a responsible recycling industry could be developed. Today marketing drives the wildest variety of incompatible
materials that thwart any comprehensive recycling attempts. Do you agree?

Shannon Boase writes: From my limited understanding of the recycling industry (we focus on composting to get rid of our products), sorting and
product contamination can be hurdles to more widespread collection. Whether marketing is the culprit, I'm not sure, as there are sometimes
functional reasons for layering plastics and using composite materials. From my view on the responsible packaging space, however, I'm overwhelmed
with the amount of innovation that it taking place in the industry. Liners, laminates and other packaging 'accessories' are being developed with the
key to maintaining at the very least recyclability and as an ideal, compostability. As an example, much of the corrugated boxes uses in the produce
industry are coated with waxÑwhich makes the product unable to be recycled. There are companies that are developing wax-based coatings that
provide all the functionality of water protection at the same time as allowing the boxes to be recycled. We have many products in development now
that will use laminates and liners. We will  not develop anything that does not maintain the compostable elements of our products.

I  guess the issue is and what drives our wonderful market based system is to allow for variety at the same time as doing it in a responsible,
environmentally sensible fashion. I  believe that we are well on the way towards this goal.

Nina Velasquez, North Vancouver writes: Hello Shannon, I work in Marketing and Communications at Capilano College and noted your story this
morning. I'm assuming the Asian Studies diploma program referenced is the McRae Institute's Asia Pacific Management Coop Post Baccalaureate
program. I think our graduates and the public would like to know more about the overseas/international connections facilitated by the Capilano
College program. Your story is an inspiring example for those considering a career in international business. Would you be available for a telephone
or e-mail interview about your many successes? Best of luck in all your future endeavours

Shannon Boase writes: Yes, I am a graduate of the McRae Institute Asia Pacific Management Cooperative ProgramÑalthough many years ago! I
believe the program is now in its 20th year, and I graduated from year 2. Yes, I am available for an interview. You can get our contact details from
our website: www.earthcycle.com.

Noel Hulsman writes: Shannon, thanks for insights today. It will  be very interesting to see how your business, and this industry, develops. Good
luck going forward.
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