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Five years ago, a Japanese college student 
participated in a beach cleanup in Chiba. 
As he squinted at the early morning wind 
and collected the detritus of a hundred 
nations, he had an epiphany: If no single 
country can fix this problem, how could 
an individual, or even a huge corporation? 
The only way forward, he decided, was 
collectively. 

The student’s name was Luke Date. That 
moment on the beach, tongs in hand, was 
when he started his impressive career in 
sustainability consultancy. Shortly after 
graduation Luke started his own company, 
Uninate. Since then he has given TED talks, 
worked with the U.N. and advised dozens 
of Japanese corporations on their sustain-
ability strategies. He was the latest guest 
in the Japan Times Sustainability Round-
table interview series, where his conver-
sation provided a glimpse of the future of 
sustainability.

A very young guest 
Hosted by veteran PR leader Ross Rowbury 
and viewable on YouTube, the Roundtable 
has been going strong for over a year now, 
amassing a treasure trove of interviews 
in English of Japan-based change agents. 

Throughout the series, sustainable finance 
has been frequently discussed, often by 
enthusiastic but, shall we say, more silver-
haired figures in finance. As a 25-year-old 
wunderkind, Date was a refreshing con-
trast to those earnest oji-sans. It was fun 
to see Rowbury gently quiz and cajole this 
new leader on his background, efforts and 
ambitions. 

During their conversation, Date often 
returned to a main theme of collective 
impact. “This plastic problem cannot be 
solved by a sole sector, and neither can 
pollution,” he said. “So collective impact 
is really needed.” His professors at Rikkyo 
University drove the point home. “I took a 
class on CSR and CSV” — corporate social 
responsibility and creating shared value — 
“but the professor showed us that CSR is 
not enough. We need to make an impact 
by cooperating with other companies, dif-
ferent kinds of sectors beyond industry. 
That became the idea for me, to picture the 
concept of collective impact.” 

Main characters for future 
So how do Date and Uminari achieve this 
impact? He explained to Rowbury that 
his mission is split into two efforts: the 
education of coming generations, and the 
guidance of current business leaders. The 
education effort takes the form of work-
shops. “We are especially focusing on Gen 
Z and even younger, like junior high school 
students,” he said. “We need to have insight 
of the future. In that sense, we need to 
communicate with the students, who are 
the main characters of the future.” 

His efforts in education have evolved 
during the last four years. “When we 
started in 2017, the students were saying 
‘wow’ — they didn’t know so much about 
the problems,” he said. “But now, after 2019, 
they are already learning about ESGs [envi-
ronmental, social and governance efforts] 
as part of their school curriculum. Unfor-
tunately, the younger generation cannot 
build the solutions themselves. They need 

help — they need the help of today’s lead-
ers. So we … try to connect those older 
generations, and those industry sectors, 
connect them to Gen Z.”

Date’s focus on education is common for 
Japan’s sustainability advocates. Elemen-
tary schools in Japan frequently allow 
such activists into their classrooms so that 
very young children can be convinced 
that global warming is caused by humans. 
Date’s passion for teaching was clear. “We 
make sure any class is interactive,” he said. 
“The concept and essence of this approach 

is about communication, not education, 
with the future generation. And that is 
very smart way to get a real insight of the 
next generation. And that can be very 
effective material for the companies too.”

Rowbury was fascinated to hear about 
Uminari’s educational efforts. He pointed 
out that being so involved in schools made 
Date a kind of authority on the coming 
generation, and that such an understand-
ing would be very valuable to corpora-
tions. Date agreed, saying: “Companies are 
looking at the next generation, who are the 

future customers. The right way to observe 
the next generation is that they have the 
insight into the macroenvironment — the 
economy, the market. They will build the 
future. A long-term perspective will not 
see the next generation as a potential cus-
tomer, but as a key player of the future.”

Strategy, communication 
The second part of Date’s efforts have been 
in corporate strategy. This was essentially 
born from the barriers set up for young 
nonprofit organizations in Japan. “The 
biggest challenge we ever had was fund-
raising,” he said. “One reason overseas non-
profit organizations are very active is the 
form of their entities. There is a form called 
CIC,” or community interest company, in 
the U.K. “They are a nonprofit, but they can 
still have investment. But Japan does not 
have this system, nor a culture of donation. 
It’s very hard for a young organization to 
access the government and get funding 
grants.” 

So instead of chasing impossible-to-
access grants, Date has helped existing 
corporations manage their own, often 
disjointed, efforts at sustainability. Row-
bury asked if the presence of ESG badges 
on the lapels of so many corporate leaders 
has helped his efforts. Date sadly shook 
his head and said: “Just wearing an ESG 
badge can be controversial. … A lot of young 
people will see that and say, ‘Oh, this is just 
green washing.’ And that’s partly true. Pro-
moting sustainability is not about wearing, 
it’s about acting.” He looked down at his 
shirt. “I don’t wear it, by the way.” 

The biggest challenge corporations 
have with their efforts is coordination 
and communication, both of which Date 
assists in. “I am really focusing on building 
communication within a corporation,” he 
said, “to build a concrete strategy. Major 
corporations have existing divisions for 
sustainability. But I feel like they are very 
isolated within their organization … They 
know about the concept of sustainability, 

but when they try to reach a deeper sense 
of sustainability, or translate it into finan-
cial strategies, they cannot understand 
the language. So we are mainly about 
building a project or agile team across the 
organization.”

Beaches and boardrooms 
Date is still doing beach cleanups. Once a 
week, he is still out in Chiba, picking up the 
plastic that has floated across the ocean. He 
is part of the new generation of corporate 
Japanese eco-activists, whose devotion 
to sustainability is a career decision. Such 
activists are now in every school, teach-
ing children that humans cause global 
warming. They are now employed in every 
corporation, helping find profits from 
sustainable practices. They are no longer 
rebels who challenge polluting indus-
tries; instead they are an industry unto 
themselves. The more global warming is 
accepted as fact, the more government reg-
ulations are passed, the more his services 
will be in demand. In that sense, the future 
for him looks very sustainable indeed. 
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Suntory Holdings, a global leader in both 
the alcoholic and nonalcoholic beverage 
industries, has been making concrete plans 
and taking action to achieve its ambitious 
target of halving its greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 2030 with the ultimate goal of 
realizing net zero greenhouse gas emissions 
throughout its entire value chain by 2050. 

“Sustainability efforts centered around 
decarbonization is not an option anymore, 
it is a requirement,” said Corporate Sustain-
ability Division Chief Operating Officer 
Tomomi Fukumoto in a recent online inter-
view with The Japan Times. 

She revealed that the number of inqui-
ries on environmental topics to the cus-
tomer support center has been increasing 
in the recent years. “Moreover, we received 
over 100 environment-related inquiries 
by August this year already. We see a clear 
increase in the public’s interest and feel that 
soon people will stop choosing products 
that are not good for the environment,” 
Fukumoto said.

Not only the customers but also the 
environment itself will not bear any more 
unsustainable business practices. “Especially 
for companies in the food sector, natural 
capital is the management resource. Cli-
mate change has an impact on everything 
from procurement cost to product quality,” 
Fukumoto said, stressing that decarboniza-
tion efforts are an investment for the future. 

What exactly are the efforts being made 
by Suntory as steppingstones to achieve its 
aggressive goals? According to Fukumoto, 
approximately 30% of electricity used at 
Suntory’s directly owned factories as well 
as its research and development facilities in 
Japan, the Americas and Europe as of 2020 
was generated from renewable sources. 
It plans to switch the remaining 70% to 
renewable electricity by 2022. 

However, to achieve the 50% reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, the use 
of renewable electricity is not enough. This 
is why Suntory has been making extensive 
capital investment to realize manufactur-
ing processes that consume less energy 

through technologi-
cal innovation. The 
Suntory Kita-Alps 
Shinano-no-Mori 
Water Plant, which 
went into operation 
in May in Nagano, is 
an example of such 
investment. Utili-
zation of renew-
able electricity and 
energy-efficient 
technologies as 
well as biomass 
boiler which will 
start operation at 
the plant from next 
year will enable it to 
be the first plant in Japan that has achieved 
zero emissions. 

Fukumoto emphasized that what is 
equally necessary as such technologies is 
partnerships. “Partnerships are crucial not 
only for technological development but also 
for implementing new technologies and 
making a new business model. If the new 
business model fails to work, we may need 
to scale it up by the power of partnership. A 
supply chain itself is a partnership too,” said 
Fukumoto. 

To reduce the 7 million tons of green-
house gases emitted by the entire supply 
chain annually — several times more than 
what Suntory’s own facilities emit — close 
collaboration and information-sharing with 
companies in the supply chain is a must. 
“There are companies in the world that stop 
working with suppliers that are not quick 
enough in taking decarbonization mea-
sures. But our basic stance is to stand side by 
side with our suppliers and to make collec-
tive efforts offering manpower and techni-
cal support as needed,” Fukumoto said. 

According to Fukumoto, the largest 
amount of carbon dioxide emitted from the 
supply chain network comes from packag-
ing, followed by raw materials and logistics. 
Suntory has been reducing the emissions 
from packaging in two ways, replacing the 
petroleum-derived materials used for PET 
bottles with either plant-based or recycled 
materials. It aims to complete the replace-
ment totally by 2030 and achieve zero use 
of petroleum-derived materials in its PET 
bottles. 

In addition, Suntory’s F to P Direct Recy-

cle technology allows part of the conven-
tional PET recycling process to be skipped, 
reducing the environmental burden and 
improving efficiency. As a result, carbon 
dioxide emissions can be reduced by 60% 
compared to when preform PET are made 
using new petroleum-derived materials. 

Suntory’s insight and partnership is even 
going beyond packaging for beverages. It 
took the initiative in establishing R Plus 
Japan Ltd. last year, a joint venture company 
developing a novel recycling technology 
that reduces mixed plastic waste to chemi-
cal elements that serve as the source mate-
rial for making new plastic. Eleven other 
cross-industry partners originally joined the 
collaboration, and the number grew rapidly 
to over 30 in a little more than a year. 

In the category of logistics, Suntory uses 
a system that computes the most efficient 
routes for delivery, is shifting to forms of 
transportation with lower emissions, such 
as rail or sea instead of trucks, and partici-
pates in a joint delivery system with other 
companies. 

“One of our values is ‘Giving back to soci-
ety.’ Instead of trying to make profit for our 
own sake, we aim to grow together with 
our suppliers and customers while address-
ing social issues of the time. This is how we 
have gained our stakeholders’ trust,” Fuku-
moto said.
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The third annual TCFD Summit on the 
theme of “transition” was held online on 
Oct. 5 over four different panels. The sum-
mit featured speakers from a wide range of 
sectors, including industry experts, govern-
ment policymakers and transition frame-
work setters.

According to professor Kunio Ito, chair-
man of the TCFD Consortium, the role of 
TCFD (the Taskforce on Climate-related 
Financial Disclosures) disclosure is to pro-
vide information for financial institutions 
and investors to “fund companies who are 
proactively tackling climate change.” Japan 
is the world leader in TCFD, with over 500 
Japanese organizations representing around 
20% of global support. Among supporters is 
the Bank of Japan, which now requires trans-
parent disclosure from banks to help align 
the entire financial sector with the nation’s 
net-zero agenda.

TCFD and transition strategy
Futoshi Nasuno of the Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry was the keynote speaker 
for the third panel, titled “TCFD and transi-
tion strategy.” Nasuno reminded us that 
“transition cannot happen overnight.” There 
are multiple pathways toward decarboniza-
tion, depending on region and sector. This 
year, METI has been providing industry-
based decarbonization road maps and has 
certified three business models: transition 
bond, transition loan and transition link loan.

Representing TCFD, Kaja Pergar high-
lighted the importance of transition plans 
at the organization level for moving to a 
low-carbon economy. Pergar stressed the 
characteristics of an effective transition plan, 
which include alignment with a company’s 
strategy and having targets grounded in 
quantitative climate science.

Nicholas Pfaff, head of sustainable finance 
at the International Capital Market Asso-
ciation (ICMA), was enthusiastic about the 
inclusion of emission reduction targets as 
part of TCFD’s transition plan framework. 
He explained that target-setting approaches 
are “highly compatible” with the types 
of financial instruments that they are 
developing.

Speaking on the panel from the energy 
space were Sergio Molisani of Snam S.p.A., 
one of the largest energy infrastructure com-
panies in Europe, and Michiyo Terakami of 
Idemitsu Kosan Co. Ltd., a Japanese titan of 
petroleum refining and products. On transi-
tion targets, Molisani indicated that because 
Snam invests around 1.5 billion euros ($1.7 
billion) per year into assets with expected 
life of 40 to 50 years, “alignment between 
corporate and financial strategy is a must.” Of 
course, energy companies’ business activi-
ties are at the very foundation of advanced 
economies. As a result, Terakami explained, 
companies like Idemitsu can have a positive 
ripple effect throughout the entire supply 
chain. She understands the great responsibil-
ity the energy sector has, but admitted that 
showing continuous progress toward decar-
bonization is a serious challenge.

Due to heavy reliance on fossil fuels in the 
energy space, banks are crucial for provid-
ing necessary funding for transition. Bank of 
America’s Reiko Hayashi stated that interest 
in transition- and sustainability-linked bonds 
is growing, and that the more this trend con-
tinues, the more widespread understanding 
of transition finance will become.

“The bottom line is that transition finance 
is indispensable to carbon neutrality,” Ito 
said.

TCFD in the trans-Pacific area 
Takehiro Fujimura of Mitsubishi Corp. facili-
tated the fourth panel on TCFD in the trans-
Pacific region. The panel’s aim was to outline 
TCFD’s status in the region and explore the 
possibility of Japan encouraging more disclo-
sure among regional partners.

Overall, TCFD is growing in the region, 
with Japan leading the way. Mexico has 
modeled its own TCFD Consortium after 
the Japanese one, Ayala Corp. companies in 
the Philippines are disclosing, and DBS Bank 
in Singapore is using TCFD data points for 
structuring transition loans.

In Japan, Mitsui O.S.K. Lines (MOL) ship-
ping company representative Toshiaki 
Tanaka observed that TCFD is a “very good 
framework” for its business. Using the guide-
lines, MOL has drawn its road map to net-
zero emissions by 2050. Tanaka made plain 
that use of the TCFD framework has helped 
MOL to identify risks and opportunities, 
including making it eligible for a transition 
loan at a competitive rate. The debt was 

used to finance two LNG-fueled domestic 
ferries. Unfortunately, only building eco-
ships will not be enough; Tanaka explained 
that more needs to be done by all stakehold-
ers to ensure a stable supply chain for LNG 
fuel in Japan if scaling is to become viable.

When asked how to encourage more 
disclosures, DBS Bank’s Yulanda Chung sug-
gested that financial institutions incentivize 
those companies with well-defined targets 
by offering better loan terms. “We structure 
credible transition loans for our customers 
by looking at company history, peer com-
parisons, and seeing whether or not they are 
lagging behind,” she said.

However, emerging markets in Asia 
may have a more difficult time transition-
ing than other regions like Europe. Victoria 
Tan of Ayala illustrated one example: lack 
of technology and requisite skill sets. Asian 
countries “need more assistance in measur-
ing and analyzing the impact of other gases, 
such as methane,” she said. Additionally, she 
expressed her hope that climate modeling 
techniques available in Japan will make their 
way to the Philippines as well.

Fujimura ended by reiterating the main 
theme of the summit: Transition is vital, and 
financing is required for 
transition. The only ques-
tion is how to allocate 
available financing, and 
doing that requires trans-
parent disclosures. 

This section highlights the environment 
and a sustainable soci-
ety. For more informa-
tion on Satoyama, ESG 
and SDG issues, please 
visit www. sustainable.
japantimes.com
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