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The beginning of what became a seven-year search for Asia’s green shoots 
reaches back to Mumbai in May 2007. I had just joined the Asia Business 
Council after 25 years in journalism, and while in India I met Jamshyd 
Godrej, whose Godrej & Boyce group is one of India’s oldest and best-
regarded companies. A project that Jamshyd had developed in Hyderabad 
had recently been ranked as the world’s most energy-efficient building of 
its type. Jamshyd and his team’s work symbolized a new phase to the rise of 
Asia, one that moved beyond low-end manufacturing.

After the publication of an Asia Business Council book on green build-
ings later that year, I began to look more broadly at what Asian business was 
doing to meet the region’s environmental emergency. The more I looked, 
the more evidence I found of Asian companies engaged in large-scale busi-
ness activities designed both to profit from and to help solve Asia’s environ-
mental challenges.

At a conference in Hong Kong at the end of 2007, Andrew Brandler, 
the CEO of CLP Holdings, announced the company’s promise to reduce 
the carbon intensity of its electricity by more than seventy-five percent by 
2050. This was a globally unparalleled pledge by a major utility. Subsequent 
conversations with Andrew provided the catalyst to embark on this book; 
Andrew and others at CLP were a major source of support.
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In April 2010, I spent a fascinating day with Dong S. Kim of the SK 
Group, one of South Korea’s chaebol, a group whose annual sales total more 
than $100 billion. At the SK Energy Research Institute outside of Seoul, 
Kim oversaw an annual budget of $250 million that included spending on 
a number of clean energy projects, including one to produce plastics from 
carbon dioxide emissions. It was a sustainability-focused research budget 
that few companies anywhere could match.

A few weeks later, back in Mumbai, Anand Mahindra—a graduate of 
both Harvard College and Harvard Business School—told me that focusing 
on sustainability would create a new wave of growth opportunities for his 
company, Mahindra & Mahindra. Anand recounted a meeting he had just at-
tended with a group of Indian government officials and an NGO representa-
tive. Everyone in the group seemed to think that environmental sustainability 
could only come at the cost of economic growth. “I said it reminded me of 
this time in the 1980s where people used to see quality and cost as antitheti-
cal. Americans were scratching their heads and saying ‘how do the Japanese 
get ahead of us in quality?’ Then some Americans went and had a eureka 
moment and they realized that better quality lowers cost. The world is wait-
ing for a eureka moment in sustainability. Sustainability is an opportunity for 
growth. If you can make that shift, you are into a whole new phase of growth.”

In the chapters to come, I’ll look at the environmental challenges 
that companies face, and will profile a number of Asian businesses that 
are taking innovative measures—in areas from solar and wind power to 
green buildings and electric cars to water services and sustainable tropi-
cal forestry—in response. These profiles show how private firms are using 
technology, money and, above all, employee ingenuity to begin solving 
Asia’s environmental challenges. These activities are not greenwashing, 
philanthropy, or “corporate social responsibility,” but hard-headed business 
reponses to opportunity born out of crisis. The final section of the book 
is an appendix (Companies to Watch) comprising brief profiles of key en-
vironmental businesses of some representative companies, mostly Asian.

I don’t want to oversell how widespread this transition is, or how fast 
it’s happening, but visits to factories and farms throughout Asia convinced 
me that this transition is for real. It is happening because there are business 
opportunities.

But businesses can’t act alone. Many Asian companies are ready, willing 
and able to act to help solve the region’s environmental problems—but gov-
ernments do not know how capable these companies are, and they do not 
understand the powerful role that private companies can play in solving 
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social problems. The state needs to set the rules of the game, to aid and 
incentivize greener business. What sorts of rules are needed? That’s one of 
the major questions this book will explore. From higher prices for scarce 
resources and an end to fossil fuel subsidies, to better engagement with 
grassroots groups and civil society, government can play a powerful role in 
addressing one of the most important struggles of our century—how to live 
on a planet whose resources we are consuming too fast. We can live well, 
and we can continue to raise the quality of life for the billions of people who 
do not have light or running water in their homes as well as for those city-
dwellers whose hopes of a better future are endangered by pollution and 
shoddy infrastructure. Asia has focused on top-line GDP growth, which is 
politically popular. And certainly, growth matters. But the quality of growth 
matters now as never before.

This book is not encyclopedic—crucial topics such as sustainable fish-
ing and the promise of nuclear power are covered only in passing. And 
there are businesses I had to leave out as well—including the SK Group 
and Mahindra & Mahindra. But what I do hope you’ll come away with is a 
sense of possibility and promise. Sustainable growth is possible, and busi-
nesses—so often painted as villains, and sometimes rightly so—must lead 
the way. I am indebted to many people who shared their time and expertise 
with me. Some of them are quoted in this book, but most are not. The list 
below of those who helped me is partial, but acknowledges my principal 
intellectual debts.

Above all, I want to thank the trustees of the Asia Business Council 
who gave me the freedom to pursue this project as I wished. I especially 
want to thank Council Chairs Narayana Murthy, Qin Xiao, Marjorie Yang 
and Jaime Zobel de Ayala.

My agent Leah Spiro, whom I met when we were at BusinessWeek, 
was key to helping me marshal my material. At Columbia University 
Press, thank you to Myles Thompson for understanding this project and 
for Bridget Flannery-McCoy for her magical work with the manuscript. 
If Myles and Bridget are any indication, the book industry has a bright 
future ahead of it; they and their colleagues at Columbia, notably Stephen 
Wesley, share a love of words and ideas that exemplifies what is best about 
publishing. Ben Kolstad expertly shepherded the book through the produc-
tion process. Many people were extraordinarily generous with their time. I 
mention only the most important here; I also particularly want to acknowl-
edge the logistical efforts of many staff members who are not named but 
facilitated my trips and interviews.
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At ANJ, George Tahija and, in Belitung, Philip Liu, and Joseph Gomez; 
at BYD, Wang Chuanfu, Michael He, and Sherry Li; at CLP, in addition to 
Andrew Brandler, Michael Kadoorie, Richard Lancaster, Peter Greenwood, 
Jane Lau, Jeanne Ng, and Dorothy Chan; at Esquel, in addition to Marjorie 
Yang, Agnes Cheng and Dodie Hung; at Godrej & Boyce, in addition to 
Jamshyd Godrej, Anup Mathew and Rumi P. Engineer; at Goldwind, Wu 
Gang and Kathryn Tsibulsky; at Gale International, Stan Gale and Scott 
Summers; at Great Giant Pineapple, Husodo Angkosubroto and Ruslan 
Krisno; at Hang Lung Properties, Ronnie Chan; at Hyflux, Olivia Lum; at 
Infosys, Kris Gopalakrishnan; at Lafarge, Bruno Lafont, Lionel Bourbon, 
and Koul Nilesh; at Mahindra & Mahindra, in addition to Anand Mahindra, 
Rajeev Dubey and Beroz Gazdar; at REVA Mahindra, Chetan Maini and R. 
Chandramouli; at Manila Water, Gerry Ablaza and Carla Kim; at McKinsey, 
Dominic Barton, Adam Schwarz, and Jonathan Woetzel; at the MTR, 
Glenn Frommer; at Orix, Yoshihiko Miyauchi and Atsushi Murakami; at 
SCG (Siam Cement) Kan Trakulhoon and Cholathorn Dumrongsak; at 
Schneider, Jean-Pascale Tricoire; at Singbridge, Lim Chee Onn and Koh 
Kheng Hwa; at the Singapore PUB, Chew Men Leong; at the SK group, 
Chey Tae-won and S. K. Dong; at Swire, Philippe Lacamp; at Toyota, 
Bernard O’Connor and Akiko Machimoto.

A presentation of a draft of the introductory chapter in November 2013 
at the Hong Kong Forum allowed me to sharpen many of the book’s ideas. 
Christine Loh and Edgar Cheng were excellent interlocutors, but that event 
was only one of the many ways in which both Christine and Edgar have 
helped me over the years; thanks also to Elaine Pickering of the Forum 
secretariat as well as all those who participated in the session.

Others who generously shared their expertise with me included An-
drew Affleck, Toshio Arima, Charles Bai, Nancy Bowen, Tim Dattels, Liz 
Economy, Brooks Entwistle, Barbara Finamore, Rachel Fleishman, Patricia 
Gallardo, Julian Goh, Kristine Johnson, Calvin Lau, Dirk Long, Jim Magu-
ire, Steve Markscheid, Michael McElroy, Tak Niinami, Doug Ogden, Mi-
chael Polsky, Alan Rosling, Orville Schell, Nigel Sizer, Alex Tancock, Edith 
Terry, Xu Yuan, Jerry Yan, Charles Yonts, and Daniel Zuellig.

Thanks also to my anonymous readers at Columbia University Press, 
whose comments helped me strengthen the book.

I owe a special debt to the Council’s Adjunct Fellow Jill Baker, whose 
enduring commitment to a project that took much longer than envisioned 
when we first met in early 2012 has been invaluable. The solar and wind 
chapters in particular benefitted from Jill’s financial expertise but her work 
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on the entire manuscript has made this an immeasurably richer book. 
Program Director Janet Pau as well as the Council’s Princeton in Asia Fel-
lows Kaishi Lee, Kari Wilhelm, Tom London, Matt Garland, Ryan Brooks, 
and Jack Maher all provided research help. I also want to thank others on 
the Council’s staff: Administrative Director Winnie Wu as well as Bonnie 
Chang, Alex Zhang, Jennifer Wei, Philip Hui, and Moneta Chon. In Whis-
tler, Scott and Helen Carrell kept me fed, fit and happy while I wrote in the 
mountains. Finally, thanks to our children, Anya and Ted, and, above all, my 
wife, Melissa Brown, whose knowledge of many of the issues discussed in 
this book is exceeded only by her patience in enduring an even more fraught 
book-writing process than usual is more than I could have asked for.

A final note: Some of those quoted in the book are members of the 
Asia Business Council; many are not. This book was written independently 
and the opinions are mine. So too are any errors, whether of commission 
or omission. I hope that this work will stimulate debate, inspire confidence 
that there is a way forward, and lead to faster action to solve one of the 
defining challenges of our age.

Hong Kong, October 2014
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