
We’ve seen a wave of ambitious 

sustainability commitments from 

governments the world over. You recently

commented that “Politicians cannot 

simply set new sustainability goals, they 

must make sure these targets are

possible for industry to achieve.” What

did you mean by that?

Do policymakers and politicians
understand the language being bandied
around? Do they understand what
sustainability truly means? Do they
comprehend the implications of the
targets they're setting?

Sure b2b sat down with Geoff to learn more...
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Growing up on a small family farm imbued Geoff Mackey with a healthy

respect for the environment and the need for collective responsibility. 

Now, as Corporate Affairs and Sustainability Director at BASF, Geoff is

vocal about the power of education, the dangers of populism, and

chemistry’s ability to provide a framework for society. 

At BASF, we want to contribute to

a world that provides a viable

future with enhanced quality of life 

for everyone. That's a wonderful 

mission statement, but there’s a 

disconnect between what I mean 

by the word ‘chemistry’ and what 

others understand it to mean. To 

me, chemistry means food, water, 

transport, electronic devices, 

consumer goods, all the things that

surround us every day.

E D U C A T I O N  I S  K E Y  T O  
A C H I E V I N G  S U S T A I N A B L E  
T R A N S F O R M A T I O N  



BASF has more than 120,000 

employees working in 90-plus 

countries. How do you develop a 

unified ESG strategy that engages 

and inspires such a diverse and 

dispersed organisation?

The key is educating people about

the environmental impact of their

actions. A project I’ve been

delighted to help deliver saw BASF

become the first Carbon Literate

Organisation in the UK chemical

sector. 

Working in partnership with The

Carbon Literacy Project, we 

With deference to the average 

policymaker, before they stand up 

and speak in front of a possibly 

uninformed audience, it would help

if they first spoke to scientists, 

chemists and industry about what 

needs to happen, what is already 

happening and how that gap can 

best be closed. Too often, politics 

gets in the way of science.

Yet, I’m hopeful that as we move

out of the current situation, people 

will better understand the

important roles science and 

chemistry play. I’m also hopeful

that COP26 will help everyone to 

define sustainability focus areas, as 

BASF does within our corporate 

strategy, and consider how we can 

all commit to doing things better. 

developed an accredited, company- 

specific course which allows 

participants to be certified as

‘Carbon Literate’. 

The programme enables people to

learn about greenhouse gases and

their impacts, how the climate is

changing and what that means for

individuals and society. It then looks

at the various choices that we all

have in our everyday lives and how

different choices may reduce the

greenhouse gases we produce. 

At the end of the course, each

participant commits to at least two

impactful actions – one to reduce

their personal carbon footprint and

the other to reduce their

organisation’s carbon footprint. In

that way, we create a carbon literate

workforce where employees can

make better decisions. It’s been such

a success, we are currently rolling it

out to our customers in Europe. 

Worldwide, BASF researchers work on new agricultural solutions that enable 

balance between agricultural productivity, environmental protection and 

society’s needs. Credit: BASF SE



Carbon Management: New Catalysts for Clean Olefins. Climate protection is a central component of the BASF strategy. 

Credit: BASF SE 

Have you found current regulatory controls an impediment to progress?

The regulatory environment has to allo w businesses to innovate. However, it

does feel like a box-ticking exercise at times. 

Clearly, we must balance governance with risk, but I believe the precautionary

principle has gone too far. 

Does the urgency of climate change require us to become more comfortable 

with risk? 

Taking on risk is a part of everyday life for any business, but particularly so for a

high-value R&D and production business like BASF. In certain product areas, for

example, it will take us 10-plus years to bring something to market. 

Governments typically wouldn't invest in such a long-tail project because the

political cycle, certainly in the UK, is half that or less. Also, it’s all too easy for an

incoming administration to abruptly cut a programme and replace it with

something completely different. The scrapping of the Green Deal being a prime

example. Such a flip flop is not acceptable. 

Government needs to consider the level of risk and simply act as a buffer. Let's

make it easy for businesses to innovate in the right way, let’s give people the

chance to transform our world. Let's not put hurdles in their way.



What metrics and reporting tools 

does BASF use to measure its 

environmental impact? 

We have ambitious targets for 2050

and 2030, and we're working to

help our customers down the value

chain to achieve their targets.

We're trying to provide carbon

footprints for all our products, and

that comes back to carbon literacy. 

I know it's a cliché, but if you can't

measure it, you can't manage it.

BASF’s journey has been to develop

tools of our own, including our

SocioEcoEfficiency Analysis,

SEEbalance. 

This analysis is used to evaluate

different product and process

alternatives and allows for direct

comparison of these alternatives.

It’s a tool that enables us to assess

not only the environmental impact

and costs of products and

processes but also the societal

impacts. 

What’s paramount is that the 

conversation focuses on the big

picture, we mustn’t get bogged down 

by the minutiae. If we have a metric 

that's made up of 75 different data 

points, we shouldn’t be wasting time 

arguing over whether it should be 68. 

The focus should be on whether

everyone is using a wide variety of

data points that we all broadly agree

with and we are all moving in the

right direction. Because, the truth is,

at the moment, we’re not.

How does BASF help its manufacturing
customers make more sustainable
buying decisions? 

We really enjoy it when a business

comes to us and asks difficult

questions like, how do we do this

better? How do we use less

packaging? Can we be more efficient

with logistics? 

Packaging is interesting because I

remember asking a major retailer, 'Do

you want to be more sustainable or do

you want to use less plastic?’ Because

the two are not the same question.

And their answer was, 'We just want

to use less plastic.'

Plastic is eminently recyclable; the

problem is it’s been too easy to

produce and it’s been misused. Now,

the emphasis has shifted to

producing more complex, composite

materials that are more challenging

to deconstruct and recycle. 

Greenhouse at Agricultural Solutions Site in Research Triangle

Park, North America. Credit: BASF SE



There are times when plastic is easily the most sustainable solution, but part of 

this conversation must be about where responsibility lies. The problem with 

populism is it doesn't always produce the right answer. It comes back to 

education. 

Talking of responsibility, how important is it for an organisation to have specific 

people to drive sustainable transformation?

Some things are everyone's responsibility. In the chemical industry, the starting

point is responsible care and a safe environment for those that work and those

coming into contact with work. Sustainability is the same; we have a collective

responsibility. 

I don't agree with the concept of having a sustainability department, but I do see

the value in having a team of sustainability champions. 

BASF Carbon Management: Construction of the test facility for methane pyrolysis. Climate protection is a central component of the BASF strategy

Credit: BASF SE 

Shredded waste tyres, ready to be further processed into pyrolysis oil by New Energy, a technology company which supplies BASF with up to 4,000 metric 

tons of pyrolysis oil per year derived from waste tyres. Credit: BASF SE

 



Who has inspired your own sustainability journey?

I was brought up on a small family farm in Northern Ireland with a healthy

respect for the environment around you and my father talking about the

economics of farming at the kitchen table. 

A picture I often use when talking about sustainability is an adult’s hand

clasping a child's hand, because we don't inherit the land from our parents, we

simply protect it for our children. 

A good starting point would be if everyone embodied the principle that we

leave this world a better place than we entered it. 

Why are you excited about being involved in Sustainable Industry ‘21? 

Sustainability is something that everybody should know about and everybody

should be a part of. Industry struggles because it has tendency to overcomplicate

things. Let’s remove that complexity and focus on just doing it better than we're

currently doing it. 

Bringing people together to share best practice, to debate and discuss things, to

see and look at how to do things always excites me, because I don't believe I

know it all. Every day is a school day for me. And events like this are an

opportunity for everyone to improve.

To hear from other sustainability experts, get

more practical advice on transforming your 

business register your free place below. 
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