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Clean and Safe

Energy

he term greenwashing

was coined by

environmentalist Jay
Westerveld in 1986, back
when most consumers n
received their news from |
television, radio and print
media — the same outlets

that corporations regularly 0
flooded with a wave of high- tr

priced, slickly-produced
commercials and print
ads. The combination of
limited public access to
information and seemingly
unlimited advertising

enabled companies to a

present themselves as
caring environmental
stewards, even as they were
engaging in environmentally
unsustainable practices.

But greenwashing dates
back even earlier. American
electrical behemoth
Westinghouse’s nuclear
power division was a
greenwashing pioneer.
Threatened by the 1960’s
anti-nuclear movement
which raised questions about
its safety and environmental
impact, it fought back with
a series of ads proclaiming
the cleanliness and safety of -
nuclear power plants. One,
featuring a photograph of
a nuclear plant nestled by
a pristine lake, proclaimed
that “We're building nuclear
power plants to give you




Westerveld's essay came
out a year after the launch
of Chevron’s People Do
campaign. As critics later
pointed out, many of the
environmental programs
that Chevron promoted in its
campaign were mandated by
law. They were also relatively
inexpensive when compared
with the cost of Chevron’s
ad budget: environmental
activist Joshua Karliner
estimated that Chevron’s
butterfly preserve cost
it $5,000 per year to run,
while the ads promoting
it cost millions of dollars
to produce and broadcast.

The People Do campaign also
ignored Chevron’s spotty
environmental record: while
it was running the ads, it was
also violating the clean air
act, the clean water act and
spilling oil into wildlife refuges.
But Chevron was far from
the only company digging
deep into the greenwashing
cesspool. In 1989, chemical
company DuPont announced
its new double-hulled oil
tankers with ads featuring
marine animals clapping their
flippers and wings in chorus
to Beethoven’s Ode to Joy.
However, as environmental

nonprofit Friends of the Earth
pointed out in its report Hold
the Applause, the company
was the single largest
corporate polluter in the US.

Another trend, says Jonah
Sachs, CEO of branding
agency Free Range Studios,
is linking sustainability
claims to other issues, such
as personal health. “There’s
this perception that personal
health and environmental
sustainability are two sides
of the same coin,” he says.
“Sometimes this is true, but
many times it isn’t. Bottled
water is a great example:
in terms of health, it’s
much better than soda or
other drinks, but in terms
of the environment and
sustainability, it's ridiculous.”

The water industry trades
heavily on images of rugged
mountains and pristine lakes
to sell its products. And
many companies — Nestle,
in particular — spend
millions of dollars trying

to convince the public that
their bottled water isn’t only
good to drink, but is also
good for the planet. Over the
past few years, the bottled
water giant has claimed that
its Eco-Shape bottle is more
efficient, that its Resource
recycled plastic bottle is
more environmentally
responsible and that its use
of plant-based plastics is
less damaging to the planet.

In 2008, Nestle Waters
Canada even ran an ad
claiming: “Bottled water is
the most environmentally
responsible consumer
product in the world.” Several
Canadian groups quickly
filed a complaint against the
company. Five years later,
during Earth Day 2013, the
International Bottled Water
Association doubled down
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