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Commercial feature

The credibility 
of ESG, as seen 
from space
Measuring ESG data has always been tricky 
but now companies can make use of 
satellite technology and AI to ensure they 
are complying with regulations

purred on by COP26, the 
global transformation of 
financial markets is gathering 

pace; and at its heart are environmen-
tal, social and governance criteria.

Environmental, climate and biodi-
versity risks, the social impacts asso-
ciated with company operations, and 
the quality of corporate governance are 
increasingly being treated as financially 
material by investors, regulators and the 
public alike. For ESG, the time is now.

An age of accountability,  
beyond greenwashing
As a result, the market is booming. 
According to Bloomberg, ESG-linked 
assets surpassed $35tn in market value 
in 2020 and could top $50tn by 2025, 
when they would constitute more than 
one in every three dollars of assets 
under management.

This rapid emergence of ESG means all 
associated sustainability commitments 
made by governments and corporations 
are coming under intense scrutiny. In 
2020, ESG risks were a material credit 
consideration in 85% of Moody’s debt 
ratings, up from 32% in 2019.

So, as markets look to move 
beyond greenwash, accountability 
is in high demand.

From responsible sourcing and sup-
ply-chain mapping, to disruption resil-
ience and disaster response, everything 
is in the spotlight. Those who thrive will 
therefore need data to prove not only 
regulatory compliance, but verifiable 
provenance and insurance.

Yet, here is the big disconnect: in 
many cases, ESG data is still incon-
sistently measured and self-reported 
— there is a lack of credibility. In a 
blizzard of competing standards and 
frameworks, visibility across the value 
chain is often piecemeal and poor.

What is needed is a comprehensive 
view from above — literally, from space.

Earth observation, monitoring  
and measurement
Earth observation satellites are not 
new. The first artificial Earth satellite, 
the Soviet-era Sputnik 1, began sending 
back signals from space in 1957.

Fast-forward to 2021 and satellites 
are making headlines of a different 

kind, helping inform the climate debate 
by evidencing the damage being done 
to the planet.

In February, for instance, radar 
images captured by the European 
Space Agency Copernicus Sentinel-1 
mission showed a giant iceberg, 
almost the size of Los Angeles, break-
ing away from the northern section of 
Antarctica’s Brunt Ice Shelf.

Understanding the scale of climate 
risk represents a critical first step in 
doing something about it, says chief 
impact officer at Planet, Andrew Zolli. 
“We are in a once-in-a-lifetime rea-
lignment of humanity and the planet, in 
which we have the opportunity to build 
real systemic change.

“By combining Planet’s satellite data 
and the tools of AI, we can rigorously 
and consistently measure things like 
climate- and biodiversity-related risks, 
which have historically been treated as 
‘externalities’ to capital markets. These 
powerful new indicators will transform 
ESG reporting and drive more regen-
erative and responsive economic sys-
tems. Global actors that align with this 
shared earth database can achieve 
sustainable and resilient outcomes.”

Geospatial data underpin  
ESG performance
Planet provides daily satellite data 
that helps businesses, governments, 
researchers and journalists under-
stand the physical world and take 
action in real time. In particular, geo-
spatial data provided by Planet’s satel-
lite imagery can play a significant role 
in improving ESG monitoring, reporting 
and verification.

Combining and analysing this intel-
ligence, in conjunction with the latest 
physical asset and financial data, can 
detect countless global risks such as 
floods, fires and deforestation, effec-
tively as they are happening.

Initiatives showcased by Planet at 
COP26 included measuring deforest-
ation across the tropics, working with 
the Norwegian Government and Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations. Data from Planet helps 
power the United Nations Programme 
on Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation.

Analysis of this data helps in the cre-
ation of financial incentives for coun-
tries to reduce emissions by avoiding 
deforestation and investing in low-car-
bon paths towards sustainable devel-
opment. By continually imaging Amazon 
rainforests, Planet supports more than 
9,000 users from 130 countries across 
the world to monitor natural resources 
and better understand the drivers of 
forest loss and degradation. 

In terms of measuring greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, Planet is also a key 
provider of data to Climate TRACE — a 
global coalition of scientific and tech-
nical organisations, and NGOs created 
to make meaningful climate action 
faster and easier.

Climate TRACE harnesses satellite 
imagery and other forms of remote 
sensing, AI and collective data sci-
ence expertise to independently track 
human-caused GHG emissions in 
real time, with unprecedented detail. 
Climate TRACE aims to provide verifi-
cation of emissions-related phenom-
ena, allowing companies and govern-
ments around the world to monitor and 

quantify their climate reductions with 
greater accuracy.

Planet is also a key partner in 
Carbon Mapper. This pioneering pub-
lic-private partnership is building a 
space-borne monitoring system for 
methane and carbon dioxide point 
source emissions, empowering a new 
era in climate emissions transpar-
ency, accountability and remedia-
tion. Carbon Mapper will also produce 
more than 25 other environmental 
indicators that can be used to track 
ESG and sustainability commitments.

Sustainable growth opportunities  
for business
By making the invisible visible, Planet 
helps hold climate actors, both coun-
tries and companies, to account. Data 
provided by Planet also supports poli-
cy-makers in responding to the climate 
challenge, with Earth observation seen 
as a key tool for implementation of the 
European Green Deal.

Evidential impact data is becoming 
increasingly valuable to companies 
and investors, too, as the rising cost 
of non-compliance on climate issues 
raises the stakes on ESG.

Under new government legislation 
coming into force in April next year, 
for instance, the UK will become the 
first G20 country to make it manda-
tory for Britain’s largest businesses 
to disclose their climate-related risks 
and opportunities.

For all parties and stakeholders, 
therefore, satellite data offers an 
objective, independent, consistent, 

global and near-real-time source of 
information about our changing planet.

Openly shared, this data can be 
used to protect and manage natural 
resources, as well as verify regulatory 
compliance and identify sustainable 
growth opportunities for business.

Turning corporate ambition into  
climate action 
Ultimately, turning ambition into action 
is a matter of making informed deci-
sions in a timely manner. That respon-
siveness, in terms of both climate 
adaptability and corporate agility, 
depends on full and fast 360-degree 
visibility, says Tara O’Shea, director of 
forestry and land use at Planet. 

“If you’re able to see the change 
occurring on our planet every day, 
you’re able to act every day,” she says. 
“Advances in satellite data and AI are 
illuminating new pathways to sustain-
able development, and enabling com-
panies and governments to finally add 
natural capital to their balance sheet, 
taking stock of not only the impacts of 
their profits and losses, but the impact 
they’re having on our environment.”

For more information please visit 
planet.com
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In for the long haul: the quest for 
more sustainable business travel 

he spread of the omicron 
variant of Covid-19 has 
thrown commercial travel 

plans back into disarray, just as 
overseas business trips had become 
an option again for many people. 
For  leadership teams, it’s present-
ing deeper questions about the true 
benefits of racking up thousands of 
air miles. 

With the recent reopening of air 
routes and the introduction of vac-
cine passports, many of us were get-
ting back to some sort of normality. 
But the global movement of employ-
ees looks set to be restricted once 
more by border closures and strict 
quarantine rules. Before the pan-
demic, attending meetings, confer-
ences and trade shows in another 
country was the norm. But, after 
nearly two years of restrictions, 
many firms are wondering whether 
such travel is beneficial, either envi-
ronmentally or economically. 

They are thinking about adopting 
more sustainable travel policies 
instead, influenced by COP26 and 
changing attitudes to greenhouse 
gas emissions, particularly among 
younger employees.

Based in Abingdon, Oxfordshire, 
Intralink is a consultancy that 
helps western firms to expand into 
Asia. Before the pandemic, its 
employees took a lot of flights on 
business. But, when it examined 
the Covid-enforced reductions in 
their mileage, it found that these 
had had no detrimental impact on 
the number of deals they’d made. 
In fact, the annual total has risen 
from 75 in 2019 to 166 over the past 
12-month period, with the firm 
organising virtual roadshows and 
trade missions instead and using 
local proxies to represent clients at 
in-person events in Asia. 

As well as the envir-
onmental benefits 

in -person employee inductions and 
customer meetings into remote 
ones,” Hübner says. “We have even 
transformed our annual summer 
party into a 24-hour ‘world tour’, 
where we book venues in each city 
so that almost no one needs to fly.”

He adds that, given that the com-
pany has hundreds of employees 
and seven offices worldwide, such 
adjustments make a notable differ-
ence to its carbon footprint.

Those servicing the business 
travel industry are also looking at 
more sustainable ways of work-
ing. Green Tourism, a member-
ship body promoting sustainable 
travel, has introduced a ‘Green 
Meetings’ standard that enables 
venues to benchmark their per-
formance against sustain-
ability metrics. 

Covid-19 and COP26 are changing 
how and where we work. How can 
business leaders develop travel policies 
that pass muster environmentally?

this change has brought, Intralink’s 
travel costs have been slashed, 
while employees no longer suffer 
from jet lag and can spend more 
time with their families, reports its 
CEO, Greg Sutch. 

“You might expect us to be bal-
ancing these huge environmental 
benefits against a marked down-
turn in business, but that isn’t the 
case,” he says. “This is down to 
increased efficiencies and how the 
pandemic spurred Asian firms to 
embrace virtual communication.”

Intralink will resume some busi-
ness travel in future, Sutch adds, 
but more selectively “now that we 
know what we can achieve without 
it. I sincerely hope other firms do 
the same, for the good of the planet, 
as well as their bottom lines.”

The results of a recent survey by 
Trainline Partner Solutions suggest 
a growing appetite for change. It 
found 75% of business travellers 
want to reduce their reliance on fly-
ing for work because of its environ-
mental impact, while two-thirds 
expect their employer to make sus-
tainable travel options available.

Moreover, 53% felt that firms were 
irresponsible before the pandemic 
based on their levels of unnecessary 
business travel, with 70% saying 
that those companies not offering 
sustainable travel options were 
 setting a bad example for future 
generations. One-fifth of respond-
ents aged 16 to 24 said they would 
consider leaving their firm if they 
disapproved of its travel policy.

As the co-founder and CEO of 
 climate action platform Ecologi, 
Elliot Coad has seen his business 
grow by 650% over the past nine 
months, thanks primarily to a 

greater desire among individuals 
and businesses to become climate 
positive. He believes that the travel 
restrictions have prompted firms to 
consider new approaches based on 
necessity, rather than “convenience 
and extravagance”. Such restraint 
should be maintained if they are 
serious about being more environ-
mentally responsible, he argues. 

“Cutting out needless short-haul 
and internal flights while encour-
aging employees to use more effi-
cient forms of transport instead is 
one way forward,” Coad says. When 
combined with guidance on access-
ing the best virtual collaboration 
tools to minimise the need for face-
to-face meetings, this “can help to 
reduce carbon emissions in line 
with what is needed to reach global 
net-zero targets”.

Business travel and commuting is 
included within the so-called scope 
three definition of carbon emis-
sions, meaning those that come 
from a company’s supply chain and 
customers. Experts suggest that a 
new sustainable outlook should 
include everything from hiring 
electric vehicles when abroad to 
‘workcations’ that roll in leisure 
and holiday time. Embracing tech-
nologies such as virtual reality is 
also an option, with slower travel by 
train and sea other considerations.

Florian Hübner is co-founder and 
CEO of Uberall, a technology com-
pany specialising in the customer 
experience. He thinks that business 
travel must now be considered by 
boardrooms when they discuss cor-
porate sustainability. For example, 
Uberall no longer requires 
every new recruit to visit 
its Berlin HQ.

“We’ve significantly 
decreased the amount 
of business travel we 
undertake, changing 

Jonathan Weinberg
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Business accommodation special-
ist AltoVita, meanwhile, is develop-
ing a platform feature that shows 
which hospitality operators have 
implemented sustainability prac-
tices and/or gained sustainability 
certifications. This enables compa-
nies to choose accommodation that 
fits their values. Its co-founder and 
CEO, Vivi Cahyadi Himmel, expects 
to see fewer but more important 
business trips overall, with some 
lasting longer than usual, so that 
travellers can do more with the time 
while reducing the need for multi-
ple flights back and forth.

Adam Kerr, founder and CEO of 
business travel platform Tripism, 
believes that firms need to look 
beyond “token gestures” to create 
sustainable business travel policies 
based on changing employees’ atti-
tudes. Giving travel teams a base-
line of data showing the impacts 
made by what they book can create 
an “increased understanding” to 
support more sustainable choices.

“Through a collaborative effort”, 
Kerr says, “the end users of business 
travel can demand more sustaina-
ble options and push for the corpo-
rate travel industry as a whole to 
become greener.” 
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Yes

BUSINESSES ARE WORRIED 
ABOUT THE CARBON 
FOOTPRINT OF TRAVEL

Percentage of commercial travel 
buyers who say they are concerned

No
29%

71%
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https://www.planet.com/markets/sustainability/?utm_source=the-times&utm_medium=sponsored-content&utm_campaign=brand&utm_content=the-times-sustainable-business-report-2021

