Eco-Businesses: Can being green save you green?


Businesses large and small are becoming greener by the day. Regional grocers are selling organic foods and international computer companies are buying a quarter or more of their energy from renewable sources. Ironically, though, many of the same businesses that are making strides in protecting the global environment are less successful at protecting the resources in their own backyards. Big box retailers are big, and so are strip malls and indoor malls and corporate campuses. These companies have big roofs and big parking lots, big lawns and big maintenance yards, all of which replace the woods, wetlands and prairies that once occupied the same tracts of land. Furthermore, the impact is double. Parking lots need salt in the winter, lawns need fertilizers and pesticides in the summer, and rooftops and pavement stop rain and melting snow from soaking into the ground. 


We all know, though, that we need businesses just as much as we need clean water, clean air and open land. Moreover, businesses are no more to blame for impacting the environment than farmers or cities or homeowners. We don’t protect our land and water resources by having fewer businesses.  We do protect our natural resources by using low impact development techniques when building new buildings, installing eco-friendly practices at existing businesses and making incremental changes in day-to-day commercial activities that collectively add up to a lot.


 Happily, many of the solutions that preserve habitat and keep lakes and rivers clean can also help businesses to save money, reduce liability, and beautify their grounds. No one needs to be reminded that the economy is rough this year, which is why it makes sense to start with changes that businesses can make that save money and reduce pollution. By using low impact development techniques, for example, a business can dramatically reduce its infrastructure and maintenance costs. Janelle Riley, owner of the Fairview Office Park in Baxter, MN, calculates that her business has saved $175,000 by preserving existing woods on their property instead of grading the entire site and using native plants that don’t require irrigation and mowing in lieu of turf grass. 


Already built businesses can retrofit their parking lots and grounds with practices such as porous pavement and raingardens that help to reduce stormwater pollution but can also solve nagging maintenance concerns. This summer, the Stillwater Country Club installed a large planting consisting of a dry creek bed and several raingardens on a steep hillside. The project will reduce stormwater runoff to Brown’s Creek, but it will also help the golf course to shrink up the pond that regularly forms on the green every time it rains. 


Winter maintenance is another arena in which businesse can reduce their environmental impact and save money. Most commerical entities hire a contractor for plowing, salting and sanding their parking lots. No one wants slippery pavement, but salt isn’t free. The extra salt doesn’t make the snow and ice melt any faster and instead, it washes away into nearby lakes and streams. The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and Fortin Consulting have teamed up to produce a winter parking lot maintenance course that teachers contractors and business owners when to salt, when to sand and how much to use to keep the pavement dry without going overboard. 


Best of all, local watershed agencies offer grants to businesses to install practices like raingardens and porous pavement, in addition to helping businesses to design and install these practices. Without a doubt, there are plenty of eco-friendly actions that businesses can take that won’t save a penny, and yet there are hundreds of examples of businesses that take action anyway just because they care. If there’s way to be green and save green, though, it’s a good place to start. 

For more information about how businesses can protect land and water resources, visit www.cleanwatermn.org and click on “Businesses.” 
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