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Demonstrating Sustainable Development on the Ground  
Through Locally-driven Eco-entrepreneurship 

Social and environmental entrepreneurship, also known as green and inclusive entrepreneurship or eco-
entrepreneurship, could play a critical role in achieving a global Green Economy. By embracing the added 
values of social improvement and wise resource management eco-enterprises that have won a SEED Award 
are living proof that entrepreneurial partnerships between various stakeholders can create innovative and 
novel solutions for delivering sustainable development at the grassroots and be economically sustainable. 

Over the last ten years, SEED has awarded 200 SEED Awards to eco-enterprises in 37 countries. While 
the value of eco-entrepreneurship in delivering sustainable development is increasingly recognised 
and harnessed in the development sphere, there is still very little data available on the triple bottom line 
impact of these enterprises and their contribution to sustainable development. 

In the last year SEED has observed the progress and impacts of 13 SEED Winners in Colombia, India, 
Kenya, South Africa, Uganda and Viet Nam, interviewing 60 respondents, resulting in 13 case studies. 
This report aims to bring those findings together to help fill that gap by generating insights for policy and 
decision-makers on the role of green and inclusive enterprises in achieving sustainable development, 
and on enabling factors that can help them overcome barriers and reach scale and replicate.
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Executive summary

Poverty eradication, food insecurity, climate 
change and environmental degradation are 
some of the greatest global challenges facing 
the world today. As a result from the Rio+20 
conference in 2012, the international community 
is about to agree on Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) for the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda, which aim for a world that is just, equi-
table and inclusive, and promotes sustained and 
inclusive economic growth, social development 
and environmental protection to the benefit of all. 
The transition to a Green Economy is considered 
as one of the most important tools to achieve this 
sustainable development.1 

Small, micro and medium enterprises (SMMEs) 
that pursue a triple bottom line (TBL) approach 
offer one concrete means of achieving this shift 
to a Green Economy. This report highlights 
grassroots eco-enterprises, the types of impact 
they are achieving and the challenges and 
opportunities they face. Thirteen in-depth case 
studies of selected eco-enterprises that have 
won a SEED Award are used to showcase their 
contribution towards a greener economy, but 
also what main challenges inhibit them from 
scaling up. 

Theses SMMEs achieve a mix of social, eco-
nomic and environmental impacts through the 
goods and services they provide, as well as 
through the way they manage their enterprises. 
Evidence shows the following types of TBL im-
pacts delivered by those eco-enterprises.

Environmental impacts

• Climate change mitigation by reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions

• Waste reduction through waste management, 
recycling and development of bio-degradable 
alternatives

• Promotion of biodiversity and conservation

1 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/futurewewant.html

Social impacts

• Increase of income and job opportunities 
for marginalised groups

• Education, training and skill development 
in local communities

• Women empowerment and improvement of 
gender equality

• Increase in local food security and quality 
of nutrition 

• Provision of basic services in local 
communities

Economic impacts

• Encouragement of local business 
development 

• Reduction of community costs and 
increase of purchasing power

• Creation of innovative value chains that are 
green and inclusive

The eco-enterprises face numerous challenges 
to sustain their growth and scale up. Challenges 
include: limited access to finance for working 
capital or investments for scale up; gaps in 
business skills; unfavourable business environ-
ment; low financial sustainability and lack of TBL 
planning and monitoring. Opportunities for the 
eco-enterprises for further growth include: their 
unique market position close to local demand; 
partnerships and community engagement that 
provide access to various resources and net-
works; and capacities for innovation to address 
problems and needs in local communities. 

To support the growth and scale up of eco-
enterprises, the following recommendations can 
be drawn from this study:

Recognition and promotion of eco-enterprises 
in order to transition to a Green Economy 

Governments, donors and investors should shift 
the focus from creating value for shareholders to 
creating value for ‘stakeholders’ by giving proper 
recognition to the importance of eco-enterprises 
in emerging markets2. Policy makers should give 
increased attention to developing policy condu-
cive to the success of these SMMEs as they help 
to drive local economic development, address 
local social and environmental challenges and 
can inspire other SMMEs to make steps in this 
direction.

Provision of training in business development

Eco-enterprises require business development 
support to be efficient contributors to the Green 
Economy and to become financially sustainable 
while scaling up their business activities. 
Policies should give attention to women-led 
eco-enterprises which are an under-represented 
but essential driver for growth and TBL impact, 
especially in rural and agricultural economies.

Facilitation of access to finance

Access to start-up and scale-up finance is one 
of the biggest obstacles for more impact by 
eco-enterprises. Policy makers need to invest 
in ongoing dialogues with financial institutions 
to develop products and approaches that are 
responsive to SMMEs’ situations. 

Facilitation of partnerships and networks

Partnerships make a real difference to eco-
enterprises in pooling and accessing resources. 
Networks can facilitate joint learning and 
knowledge sharing. Policy makers should see 
themselves as indirect stakeholders and seek 
out the views of SMMEs to understand and 
address the specific barriers they face in each 
sector. 

Support for target setting, monitoring  
and evaluation

It is important for eco-enterprises to define and 
monitor their TBL targets, and to be able to 

2 Ehrhart, C E, 2014, Delivering Tomorrow: Exchange, Engage, 
Excel: Creating Value Through Stakeholder Engagement

communicate their impact to all stakeholders. 
There is a clear opportunity here for donors who 
offer grants (or other forms of financing) to eco-
enterprises to pair this with capacity building 
support so that they can monitor their own 
progress. Policy makers should also invest in 
independent studies that quantifiably measure 
the TBL impacts of SMMEs and in mechanism 
that feed those results back into policy, 
particularly in reviewing the implementation of 
the SDGs.

Giving a voice

SMMEs are major players in innovation and job 
creation, and should be invited to participate 
more fully in policy development discussions, for 
example through multi-stakeholder platforms. 
Creating platforms for dialogue also present 
opportunities for enterprises to connect and 
build partnerships – crucial for innovation, 
productivity enhancements, and unlocking 
market opportunities. 

Support of a regulatory environment  
for eco-enterprises

Governments need to work on streamlining 
bureaucratic processes, protect intellectual 
property, and ensure courts have the capacity 
to efficiently enforce contracts and land tenure 
rights to unleash innovation and support SMMEs.
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1. Introduction

1.1  Moving towards a Green Economy

Economic growth is widely viewed as the most 
important driver for development and poverty 
alleviation. The remarkable rise of the ‘Asian Tiger’ 
economies in South East Asia in the 1990s, and 
the continued strong growth and development in 
China are commonly cited examples of growth 
driving poverty reduction3. Recent evidence, 
however, suggests that not all growth is the 
same, and that some growth which exacerbates 
inequality can act as a drag on the economy, 
leaving poverty as a persistent problem4/5.Most 
economic development and growth strategies 
encourage rapid accumulation of capital6. 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is often used as 
a proxy for societal welfare or human wellbeing, 
although it was never intended to be used as 
such. One major shortcoming as a welfare 
measure is that the GDP fails to account for non-
marketed values related to environmental goods 
and services or social goals that improve the 
quality of human life7/8.

Economic growth often results in environmental 
externalities – the extraction and depletion 
of natural resources can have both local and 
global environmental impacts which are rarely 
factored into bottom lines. We are now facing 
irreversible losses in diversity and degradation 
of ecosystem services, threatening the ability 
of the Earth’s ecosystems to sustain future 

3   Collier P. 2007. The bottom billion; Why the poorest coun-
tries are failing and what can be done about it. 

4 OECD. 2015. Economic Policy Reforms: Going for Growth: 
Breaking the vicious circle. http://www.oecd.org/economy/
goingforgrowth.htm

5 Fosu AK. 2010. Growth, inequality and poverty reduction 
in developing countries: recent global evidence. Back-
ground paper for the Global Development Outlook 2010. 
OECD Development Centre

6 UNEP. 2011. Towards a Green Economy: pathways to 
sustainable development and poverty eradication. United 
Nations Environmental Program. p14. http://www.unep.org/
greeneconomy

7 Turner P, Tschirhart J. 1999. Green accounting and the 
welfare gap. Ecological Economics 30: 161-175

8 Costanza R, Hart M, Posner S, Talberth J. 2009. “Beyond 
GDP: The Need for New Measures of Progress.” Pardee 
Paper No. 4, Boston: Pardee Center for the Study of the 
Longer-Range Future

generations 9. An obvious example is the threat 
posed by climate change. Should today’s 
developing countries take the same route to 
development as developed countries have 
done, the additional pressure on our already 
stretched biosphere would be a serious risk to 
the wellbeing of current and future society10/11, 
not to mention the economic and social costs of 
environmental degradation and climate change. 
The link between ecological scarcity, climate 
change, and poverty has been well established. 
The world’s poor are generally more vulnerable 
to the effects of ecological risks as they depend 
on natural resources for their livelihoods, more 
often live in marginal areas (such as semi-arid, 
or low lying coastal areas), and have the least 
means to cope12.

Growth by itself is thus not sufficient to reduce 
poverty – it needs to be sustainable, sustained 
and inclusive13. Indeed, as the International 
Monetary Fund points out, “there is a strong 
case for considering inequality and the inability 
to sustain economic growth as two sides of 
the same coin”14. Thus, there is an increasing 
concern to put social and environmental 
objectives on equal footing with economic ones15.

 

9 The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005.  
www.millenniumassessment.org

10 UNEP. 2011. Towards a Green Economy: pathways to sustain-
able development and poverty eradication. United Nations 
Environmental Program. http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy

11 Steffen W, et. al. 2015. Planetary boundaries: Guiding human 
development on a changing planet. Science, vol.347, no. 
6223. http://www.sciencemag.org/content/347/6223/1259855

12 UNEP. 2009. Towards Triple Impact. Toolbox for analysing 
sustainable ventures in developing countries. United 
Nations Environment Programme

13 For example: McKay A, Sumner A. 2008. Economic growth, 
inequality and poverty reduction: does pro-poor growth 
matter? IDS in Focus Issue 3. Institute of Development 
Studies, Sussex. https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/NewNo2-Pov-
erty-web.pdf

14 Ostry D, Berg A, Tsangarides C. 2014. Redistribution, 
Inequality, and Growth. International Monetary Fund.  
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.aspx?sk=41291

15 Hall JK, Daneke GA, Lenox MJ. 2010. Sustainable de-
velopment and entrepreneurship: past contributions and 
future directions. Journal of Business Venturing 25(5): 
439-448

That is, a kind of economic growth and 
development trajectory which is socially  
inclusive and environmentally sustainable.

The 2012 UN conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+20) was the start to an 
international process to develop a set of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
building on the Millennium Development Goals 
that were established in 2000; those goals are 
expected to converge towards a single core 
development agenda: Post-2015 Development 
Agenda. Based on the guidelines about Green 
Economy policies for sustainable development 
and eradication of poverty, which were adopted 
at the Rio+20 conference16, UN member States 
agree, amongst others, that the sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda must address and 
incorporate in a balanced way economic, social 
and environmental dimensions of sustainable 
development and their interlinkages. 

The concept of the Green Economy is described 
as “an economy in which economic growth and 
environmental responsibility work together in a 
mutually reinforcing fashion while supporting 
progress on social development, simultaneously 
improving human well-being and social equity, 

16 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/futurewewant.html

and significantly reducing environmental 
risks and ecological scarcities”17/18. “The key 
aim for a transition to a Green Economy is to 
enable economic growth and investment while 
increasing environmental quality and social 
inclusiveness”19. This requires policies that 
incentivise public and private investments that 
incorporate broader environmental and social 
considerations, whilst maintaining a robust 
regulatory framework to counter unsustainable 
economic activities. A Green Economy must 
therefore be geared towards growth and 
reducing environmental risks, social inequity 
and global poverty20.

17 UNEP. 2010. Driving a Green Economy Through Public 
Finance and Fiscal Policy Reform. Working Paper v. 1.0. 
Available at: http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/ 
documents/ger/GER_Working_Paper_Public_Finance.pdf

18 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
environmental enterprises in the Green Economy: support-
ing sustainable development and poverty eradication on 
the ground. Analysis of a 3-year study for policy makers. 
SEED Initiative, International Institute for Sustainable 
Development. p7

19 UNEP. 2011. Towards a Green Economy: pathways 
to sustainable development and poverty eradica-
tion. United Nations Environmental Program. p16.  
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy

20 UNEP. 2011. Towards a Green Economy: pathways 
to sustainable development and poverty eradication.  
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy

Box 1: The future we want – Rio+20 (2012)

The “Green Economy, in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication, is 
considered as one of the important tools available for achieving sustainable development. It 
should contribute to eradicating poverty as well as sustained economic growth, enhancing 
social inclusion, improving human welfare and creating opportunities for employment and 
decent work for all, while maintaining the healthy functioning of the Earth’s ecosystems” (UN; 
A/RES/66/288, art.56); that is, manage natural resources sustainably, increase resource 
efficiency and reduce waste. Green economy policies should drive “sustained, inclusive and 
equitable economic growth and job creation, particularly for women, youth and the poor” (UN; 
A/RES/66/288, art.62). 

“It is important to take into account the opportunities and challenges, as well as the costs 
and benefits, of green economy policies”. (UN; A/RES/66/288, art.63) This also includes the 
evaluation of policies on a range of social, environmental and economic indicators.

[based on: A/RES/66/288 – Green economy in the context of sustainable development and 
poverty eradication]

http://www.oecd.org/economy/goingforgrowth.htm
http://www.oecd.org/economy/goingforgrowth.htm
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
http://www.millenniumassessment.org
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/347/6223/1259855
https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/NewNo2-Poverty-web.pdf
https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/NewNo2-Poverty-web.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.aspx?sk=41291
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/futurewewant.html
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/ documents/ger/GER_Working_Paper_Public_Finance.pdf
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/ documents/ger/GER_Working_Paper_Public_Finance.pdf
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
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1.2  The role of SMMEs

Small, micro and medium enterprises (SMMEs) 
are often called ‘the backbone of the economy’; 
these dynamic enterprises contribute to 
economic development in several ways: they 
have the ability to create economic opportunities 
through innovation, enhance productivity 
and social and productive networks; indeed 
“research has shown that countries which have 
high start-up rates of such enterprises benefit 
from higher economic growth”21. Globally, the 
SMME sector generates substantial employment 
and economic output22/23/24. 

In developed countries micro-enterprises 
formalise and graduate to small or medium 
enterprises, but in developing countries 
proportionally fewer are able to do so (Figure 
1). This is a key challenge for developing 
countries looking to drive sustainable growth 
in their economies. “SMMEs are comparatively 
weak in Africa because of small local markets, 
undeveloped regional integration and very 
difficult business conditions, which include 
cumbersome official procedures, poor 
infrastructure, weak legal systems, inadequate 
financial systems and unattractive tax regimes”25. 

SMMEs need support to overcome barriers 
to growth and entry, and at the same time the 
right incentives structures to encourage them 
to approach their business with a Triple Bottom 
Line (TBL) in mind. This involves mechanisms 
to stimulate and facilitate the emergence of 
enterprises that integrate social, economic and 
environmental benefits into their business model 
as part of the transition to the Green Economy.

21 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p6

22 Nichter S, Goldmark L. 2009. Small firm growth in develop-
ing countries. World Development 37(9): 1453-1464

23 Abor J, Quartey P. 2010. Issues in SME development in 
Ghana and South Africa. International Research Journal of 
Finance and Economics 39: 218-228

24 de Kok J, Deijl J, Veldhuis-Van Essen C. 2013. Is Small Still 
Beautiful? Literature Review of Recent Empirical Evidence 
on the Contribution of SMEs to Employment Creation. GIZ, 
BMZ, ILO. Available at: http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-
ilo/newsroom/comment-analysis/WCMS_218252/lang--en/
index.htm

25 Kauffmann C. 2005. Financing SMEs in Africa. OECD 
Development Centre. Policy Insights Insights No. 7.  
http://www.oecd.org/dev/34908457.pdf

Eco-enterprises are SMMEs pursuing a TBL 
approach, they offer one concrete means of 
achieving this shift to a Green Economy, providing 
solutions to local problems in ways that create 
social and environmental benefits being financially 
sustainable at the same time. “Stimulating 
entrepreneurship will be particularly important 
for environmental innovations because new 
and young enterprises often have the drive and 
capacity to exploit technological and commercial 
opportunities that are neglected by more 
established companies, sometimes challenging 
the business models of existing firms”26. 

Locally-led eco-enterprises are happening 
and it is crucial to report on their impact and 
learn lessons from their successes, but also on 
the challenges they face and how they try to 
overcome those. At a symposium on “the Green 
Economy: Accelerating the Transition”, hosted by 
SEED in South Africa in April 2011, a wide range 
of stakeholders from government, the private 
sector, academia, and local entrepreneurs and 
communities came together to discuss the way 
forward towards a Green Economy. One of the 
concluding statements was that:

“The Green Economy can and should have 
its roots at the local level, in small, micro 
and medium-sized socio-environmental 
enterprises and governments play a 
central role in setting policy, creating skills 
development programmes, supporting 
research, addressing policy coherence 
and building institutional relationships. 
Added to this is their responsibility for 
policies, regulations and programmes 
for support to the SMME sector so that 
social and environmental enterprises can 
thrive and build the green economy from 
the ground up.”27 

26 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p8

27 Creech H. 2011. SEED symposium: the Green Economy; 
accelerating the transition. 15th April 2011. Pretoria, South 
Africa. https://www.seed.uno/images/documents/91/
2011seedsymposiumacceleratinggreeneconomyfinalre-
port110902.pdf

This reports aims to bring evidence from the field, based on in-depth case studies of selected 
eco-enterprises that have won a SEED Award and showcase their contribution towards a greener 
economy, but also what main challenges inhibit them from scaling up. 

Box 2: The Triple Bottom Line

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL), a concept that was coined by John Elkington in the late 1990s, 
sets out the range of values that enterprises and organisations should adopt in order to attain 
a more sustainable business: the social (People) impact, environmental (Planet) impact and 
financial (Profit) performance. The economic performance is typically measured through 
indicators such as revenue, margins, and employment. The environmental performance is 
largely based on resource efficiency, waste management, renewable energy, emissions, 
recycling and land use. The social performance includes issues such as community relations, 
employee relations, fair trade, ethics, access to health care and education and governance.

Number of enterprises by segment and  
formality in emerging markets (millions)

25 – 30 
Formal SMEs 

(inclusive very small enterprises)*

55 – 70 
Formal micro enterprises**

285 – 345 
Informal enterprises and 

nonemployer firms

365 – 445 
Total

*   Registered enterprises typically with 5 or more employees 
**  Registered enterprises typically with 1 – 4 employees

Source: International Finance Corporation, World Bank Group. “Posing the Challenge on SME Finance”.  
SME Finance DFI Meeting, Paris, March 2011.

Figure 1: Formal and informal SMEs in emerging markets (Source: World Bank, 2011)

http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/comment-analysis/WCMS_218252/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/comment-analysis/WCMS_218252/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/comment-analysis/WCMS_218252/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dev/34908457.pdf
https://www.seed.uno/images/documents/91/2011seedsymposiumacceleratinggreeneconomyfinalreport110902.pdf
https://www.seed.uno/images/documents/91/2011seedsymposiumacceleratinggreeneconomyfinalreport110902.pdf
https://www.seed.uno/images/documents/91/2011seedsymposiumacceleratinggreeneconomyfinalreport110902.pdf
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2. Driving green and inclusive entrepreneurship:  
    Lessons from the field 

2.1  SEED Winners

Since 2002, SEED has promoted triple bottom 
line solutions at grassroots level by selecting 
and supporting more than 200 eco-enterprises 
in 37 countries. Through an annual award 
scheme, the SEED Awards identifies promising, 
innovative and locally-driven start-up social  
and environmental enterprises (eco-enterprises) 
in countries with developing and emerging 
economies, which have the potential to make 
real improvements in poverty alleviation and 
environmental sustainability while contributing 
to a greener economy. Those SMMEs work in 
a wide range of sectors such as sustainable 
agriculture (including aquaculture), biodiversity, 
green technologies, waste and sanitation,  
and energy. 

The three years’ study that SEED undertook in 
2014 looks in more depth at a sample of those 

eco-enterprises through 13 case studies. 
These case studies explore the benefits and 
challenges of these enterprises in LMICs. Over 
60 enterprise owners, executives, business 
partners and beneficiaries were interviewed 
to collect data on impacts, enablers and 
barriers. Five eco-enterprises are operating 
in the agricultural sector, three in waste & 
recycling, one in energy, and four in green 
technologies and services. An overview of the 
13 eco-enterprises is provided in Annex 1. 

The case studies show that locally driven 
eco-enterprises can and are achieving TBL 
impacts and that scaling or replicating them 
can contribute to greener and more inclusive 
growth. This section describes some of those 
impacts and how they are being achieved. 

2.2  Environmental impacts  

Mitigating climate change by reducing emissions

Through the use of solar products, ride-sharing 
platforms and agricultural waste the enterprises 
in the case study sample aim to mitigate climate 
change.For instance, Dichung in Vietnam and Solar  
Sister in Uganda have come up with solutions  
to reduce emissions by addressing people’s 
dependence on fossil fuels, like gasoline, diesel, 
kerosene and paraffin. Dichung’s ride sharing 
system seeks to decrease transport flows, 
whereas Solar Sister’s products offer an alternative 
source of energy for household appliances. In 
both cases, the environmental impact is also a 
social one. Dichung’s car-sharing solution shows 
people that you can save money by traveling 
together. At the same time, commuters meet new 
people and make new friends. 

Solar Sister’s environmental impact is closely 
related to one of the main social impacts. Its 
products pose much less danger to customers 
than traditional fuels. Kerosene and paraffin 
produce smoke that may cause respiratory 
issues, particularly when cooking is done inside 
poorly ventilated huts. Flame-based products 
are also likely to cause house fires. Reducing 
emissions does not have to increase costs – 
customers spend less on energy than they used 
to before shifting to solar-powered products and 
efficient cookstoves.

The biodegradable plates made by Tambul Leaf 
Plates in India and Provokame in Colombia have 
replaced millions of plastic and polystyrene 
plates. The biodegradable plates decompose 
into soil within 50 to 60 days. BanaPads has 
also found an innovative solution for the end of 
the product’s life cycle. The banana fibres used 
for the pads can be composted and made into 
natural fertilizer, which can be used to nourish 
the banana trees.

Tackling waste through recycling

Watamu Solid Waste Management and 
Recycling Enterprises (WSWMR) in Kenya and 
Mooi River Recycling Centre (MRRC) in South 
Africa achieve a positive environmental impact 
by recycling glass, paper, cardboard and plastic 
waste. In the case of WSWMR, recycling non-
biodegradable waste by 20% has helped to 
ensure that marine biodiversity in the nearby 
marine park is not threatened by solid waste 
pollution. Recycling also contributes to reducing 

emissions temporarily, especially when waste 
is transformed into goods that may be used 
for decades. This is the case with EcoPost’s 
(Kenya) plastic fence and sign posts. By making 
fencing and sign posts out of recycled plastics, 
not only reduces the amount of plastic on the 
streets and in landfills, but also replaces the use 
of wooden posts and in doing so contributes to 
saving trees.

Promoting biodiversity and conservation

Many eco-enterprises among our case study 
sample engage in conservation efforts to promote 
biodiversity. For example, Muliru Farmers in 
Kenya protect the rainforest by providing an 
alternative source of income generation through 
the cultivation of medicinal plants and providing 
alternative sources of firewood by planting 
trees in the communities. Muthi Futhi has built 
its business around the cultivation of threatened 
medicinal plant species in South Africa. Various 
eco-enterprises build capacity and train 
members of the local community on how to 
protect the environment and preserve species at 
risk. Community environmental education is part 
and parcel of what many eco-enterprises do.

2.3  Social impacts  

Increasing income and job creation for 
marginalised groups

The creation of jobs and income generation are 
frequently cited by the SMMEs as important 
direct impacts. Case study data shows that all 
eco-enterprises have created both full-time and 
part-time jobs, for nearly 3,500 people, as they 
have grown, just as regular enterprises do. What 
is quite striking from our case studies is that most 
jobs are on a part-time or casual basis (92.5%). 
Maybe even more importantly to consider is 
not only the number of jobs created by those 
eco-enterprises, but to whom they provide 
income opportunities. All focus on providing job 
opportunities in the community, more often than 
not targeting specifically marginalised groups 
who otherwise lack access to employment 
and income generating activities. For instance, 
EcoPost in Kenya provides income opportunities 
to over 2,000 casual waste collectors and 200 
employees in marginalised communities – 56% 
of which are women; BanaPads in Uganda 
provides full and part-time employment to over 
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300 workers and has trained over 400 women in 
creating their own franchise business; and Solar 
Sister in Uganda, Tanzania and Nigeria which 
provides 50 full time jobs and has trained nearly 
1,200 women in creating their own solar retail 
micro-business. One eco-enterprise, Provokame 
in Colombia, intentionally employs single female 
head of households to obtain their own income, 
and female convict, to reduce their sentences 
and acquire skills that will help them re-integrate 
into society. 

One of the indirect effects of the creation of job 
and income opportunities is the stimulation of local 
economies. For example, Muthi Futhi in South 
Africa works on medicinal plants, and organic 
fruits and vegetables, employing around 10% of 
the community. Some of those who have worked 
for Muthi Futhi report using their income to invest 
in their own micro-businesses. The generation of 
income leads to increased local economic activity 
through an economic ‘multiplier’ effect28. Workers 
receiving income from the eco-enterprises have 
more disposable income, which ripples through 
the community, stimulating economic activity in 
for instance stores, garages, repair services and 
myriad other ways. 

Empowerment of marginalised groups is another 
example of social impact through the creation of 
employment. Women who are starting to gain an 
income (e.g. cases of Solar Sister and BanaPads) 
become financially less dependent on their 
husbands, generally leading to greater influence 
in the household decision-making process.

Education and training

The creation of new jobs by eco-enterprises 
involves necessary skills training of employees 
and other workers. Such capacity building 
and training is often extended to the wider 
community. Tambul Leaf Plates in Northeast 
India, for instance, has trained many people 
how to produce plates: over 500 male youth 
and 400 women. This is important, since the 
economy there is weak, development low and 
the population density less compared to most 
other parts of the country. FEED in South Africa 
has trained over 200 farmers in low-carbon eco-
agriculture organic farming; IMAI, also in South 
Africa, is training farmers in transferable skills such 
as hygiene, food processing and marketing, as 

28 Ilzetzki E, Mendoza E, Végh C. 2011. How Big (Small?) are 
Fiscal Multipliers? IMF Working Paper. http://www.imf.org/
external/pubs/ft/wp/2011/wp1152.pdf

well as in cooperative governance and enterprise 
development; WSWMR in Kenya trains local 
community members (65 so far) in business 
management of recycling enterprises; BanaPads 
trained over 400 women in transferable business 
skills including marketing, money management 
and maintaining a product inventory and trained 
over 3,000 girls, school manager and parents in 
women health and safe menstrual management. 

Some enterprises also offer training on 
conservation and biodiversity. Here, there is a 
cross-over between social and environmental 
impacts. Muthi Futhi in South Africa and 
Muliru in Kenya both protect local biodiversity 
by cultivating and processing endangered 
indigenous medicinal plants. In collaboration 
with other partners, such as universities, they 
organise skill training programmes that help 
to improve the capability and the performance 
of the enterprise’s farming team but also raise 
awareness amongst the communities about the 
(economic) value of conservation. Many of these 
skills are transferable and contribute to better 
harvests in subsistence cultivation.  

Gender equality

It is estimated that about a third of all formal SMEs 
in emerging markets are under female leadership. 
But women’s entrepreneurship is largely 
skewed towards smaller enterprises29. Female 
entrepreneurship thus represents a vast untapped 
source of innovation, job creation and economic 
growth in the developing world30. “Women’s 
ability to participate in SME development should 
be enhanced at all levels, as women account for 
an important share of private sector activity and 
contribute most to poverty reduction”31. 

Four enterprises among the case studies 
specifically empower women through farming 

29 IFC. 2011. Strengthening Access to Finance for 
Women-Owned SMEs in Developing Countries. Global 
Partnership for Financial Inclusion. http://www.ifc.org/
wps/wcm/connect/a4774a004a3f66539f0f9f8969adcc27/
G20_Women_Report.pdf?MOD=AJPERES

30 Niethammer C. 2013. Women, Entrepreneurship and the 
Opportunity to Promote Development and Business. The 
2013 Brookings Blum Roundtable Policy Briefs. http://www.
brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2013/09/pri-
vate-sector-global-poverty-blum-roundtable/2013-bbr-wom-
en-entrepreneurship.pdf

31  OECD. 2004. Promoting entrepreneurship and innovative 
SMEs in a global economy: towards a more responsible 
and inclusive globalisation. 2nd OECD conference of Min-
isters responsible for small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). 3-5 June 2004. Istanbul, Turkey. p6. http://www.
oecd.org/cfe/smes/31919278.pdf, p6

and/or manufacturing: Provokame in Colombia, 
BanaPads and Solar Sister in Uganda, and 
Muthi Futhi in South Africa. In these cases, 
women are well represented in the workforce, 
including in managerial and decision making 
positions, comprising between 76-99% of all 
workers. Female entrepreneurs play a vital 
role for innovative enterprises such as Solar 
Sister. Solar Sister provides solar-powered 
appliances to female micro-entrepreneurs, who 
sell these products in rural and semi-urban 
areas. The solar-powered appliances help 
households to save money on diesel, kerosene 
or paraffin. Other eco-enterprises in the case 
study sample are less clear in their reporting 
on gender-related impacts and potentially more 
could be done with regards to gender equality 
in the workplace as a way to normalise gender 
roles. Provokame targets vulnerable women, 
providing training and jobs to unemployed 
single mothers, resulting in additional income 
for their families. This in turn helps to minimise 
the gap between these marginalised families 
and the rest of society.

In the case of BanaPads, it is the product as well 
as the distribution model that contribute to gender 
equality. Ugandan women in rural areas lack access 
to affordable sanitary pads and clean facilities and 
contend with discrimination due to their menstrual 
cycles. In order to avoid embarrassment, many 
girls stop going to school altogether when they are 
experiencing their cycle. BanaPads addresses 
the issue of menstrual management in Uganda 
by creating biodegradable sanitary pads from 
natural fibres, which has so far enabled over 4,000 
girls and young women to stay at school during 
their menstrual cycles, while generating income 
for over 700 women producing and selling the 
sanitary pads. 

Addressing food insecurity and malnutrition 
through sustainable farming and post-harvest 
processing

Eco-enterprises can play an important role in 
fostering sustainable farming practices. The 
eco-enterprises that are active in the agricultural 
sector employ eco-friendly practices, farm 
organically and manage their land sustainably. 
Some of them, such as Muthi Futhi and FEED 
Africa in South Africa, spread organic farming 
practices among emerging farmers and advocate 
organic farming through community activities. 
Sustainable farming practices are thought to 
promote food security as local food systems 
become more resilient to seasonal fluctuations 
and external shocks. Innovations such as the 
seed strips of Claire Reid Reel Gardening (CRRG) 
contribute to addressing issues of food insecurity 
and malnutrition in households by producing 
handmade paper strips embedded with organic 
seeds that can produce 13 types of vegetables, 
such as beans, spinach or beetroot and 5 types 
of herbs. The strength of each Reel Gardening 
product revolves around the unique seed sowing 
factors that maximise the germination rate, 
which makes subsistence farming accessible 
to all regardless of their education and level of 
literacy, whilst reducing the water usage by 80% 
compared to traditional practices. So far they 
have improved the access to fresh vegetables for 
over 30,000 children and in doing so increased 
the nutritional value of their diets. 

IMAI reduced post-harvest losses of perishable 
food crops (fruit and vegetables) by food preser-
vation through pickling. In the case of the FEED 
in South Africa, the households of FEED workers 
and outgrowers become more food secure be-
cause they benefit of the introduction of specific 
food crops, in this case vegetables. Secondly, 
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the community as a whole becomes more food 
secure as the production of vegetables moves 
closer to where they live, reducing the costs. 

Provision of basic services

Many of the eco-enterprises provide goods 
and services that are lacking in their communi-
ty. In the case of WSWMR in Kenya and MRRC 
in South Africa, a waste collection service is 
provided, which was hardly existent in that 
area before. In Uganda, 95% of women cannot 
afford standard commercial sanitary pads and 
BanaPads offers a healthy and affordable al-
ternative accessible to all. In the case of Solar 
Sister, access to clean energy is provided to 
households and communities that do not have 
access to grid energy and therefore generally 
had to use kerosene stoves and lanterns as 
a source of energy. Kerosene consumption 
produces black smoke that is hazardous 
to human health and can cause a variety of 
ailments. Indirectly, each service or product 
provided by those eco-enterprises improves 
hygiene and reduces health risks substantially 
in local communities.  

2.4  Economic impacts 

Supporting innovative value chains that are 
green and inclusive 

One of the commonalities between the eco-en-
terprises that have won a SEED Award is the 
element of partnership. Each enterprise operates 
in multi-stakeholder partnerships, not only involv-
ing local chains of suppliers and buyers, but also 
NGOs, local government and research institutions. 
In doing so, the enterprises develop innovative val-
ue chains, that are green and inclusive throughout. 
Consequently, eco-enterprises play a significant 
role in stimulating innovation; this includes not only 
the introduction of new technologies, but also new 
working processes, or organisational structures 
within a value chain. For instance:

Women-to-Women distribution addresses the last 
mile access to energy

By combining a solar and clean energy 
technology with a direct sales network, Solar 
Sister solves the problem of ‘last mile’ access 
to clean energy and contributes to reducing 

energy poverty to the most remote communi-
ties in Uganda, Tanzania and Nigeria. With the 
distribution model for-women, by-women sales 
network, Solar Sister has brought high-quality, 
affordable solar technology to over 180,000 
women in Uganda, Tanzania and Nigeria.

Using IT solutions to develop green transport 
solutions

Dichung in Vietnam has developed an online 
platform to stimulate car-sharing. It provides 
customer-to-customer services and also 
business-to-customer services for transportation 
companies. These companies can use Dichung’s 
technology to plan rides more efficiently. 
Dichung is thus helping to develop an emerging 
green transport industry in Vietnam.

Adding value to local raw materials 

The case study data shows that the enterprises 
usually source their raw materials locally, often 
materials that would normally have gone to waste, 
and in doing so provide new opportunities for 
local producers to turn their surplus into added 
value. In some cases the creation of an innovative 
product has led to significant increase in the price 
for the raw materials. For instance, Tambul Leaf 
Plates in India uses areca nut sheaths, which 
used to be discarded as waste, to produce leaf 
plates. The company has created 110 community 
production units and because of Tambul’s 
success, the selling price of areca nut sheaths for 
collectors has gone up by 30%.

Reducing community costs and increasing 
purchasing power

Some eco-enterprises produce (semi) public 
goods, which result in a reduction of costs for the 
local communities. A recurrent example in the 
case studies, is the reduction of public cost for 
waste management. Enterprises such as MRRC 
in South Africa, EcoPost and WSWMR in Kenya 
provide an important service to the community by 
collecting and recycling waste. While this service 
would normally have been the responsibility of 
the local government (municipality or council), 
lack of infrastructure or resources impeded its 
efficient implementation. In the three cases, 
the enterprises offer innovative approaches to 
solving a local problem, which has generally 
earned them the support of local governments 
financially or in-kind. 

Of course, more ‘traditional’ single bottom line 
enterprises may achieve similar or even larger 

economic impacts than the eco-enterprises 
described here. The intention here is to 
highlight that eco-enterprises can equally 
achieve economic impact with the provision 
of goods and services that regular enterprise 
may not otherwise address without some form 
of payment for this semi-public good. They offer 
an alternative and complementary model and 
can also inspire regular enterprises to reshape 
their business models to be more inclusive and 
environmentally sound.

Other eco-enterprises develop products that 
reduce household costs thus increasing the 
household purchasing power. Typical examples 
are the solar-powered products reducing 
household expenditures on kerosene (Solar 
Sister in Uganda), or the seed strips resulting 
in lower water usage (Reel Gardening in South 
Africa). 

Encouraging local business development

Some eco-enterprises not only seek to grow 
their own business, but also assist their 
workers to set up their individual businesses. 
The beneficiaries often receive training in 
transferable business skills, and combined with 
the extra income, this allows them to set up their 
own independent businesses. For example, 
women in Uganda started to invest in additional 
income generating activities, making use of the 
business management trainings and additional 
income obtained through BanaPads and Solar 
Sister. Tambul Leaf Plates has generated 
employment and additional income for 3,000 
community farmers who would otherwise mainly 
rely on subsistence farming. This eco-enterprise 
furthermore enabled rural youth and women 
to establish their own production units of leaf 
plates. 

In many touristic areas, conservation and the 
development of sustainable forms of tourism go 
hand in hand. WSWMR in Kenya was created 
to tackle unemployment while reducing non-
biodegradable solid waste pollution. One of 
the most important side-effects of WSWMR’s 
efforts was to boost the local tourism sector 
and the protection of vulnerable species, such 
as sea turtles. The existence of these species 
is not only important for biodiversity, but also 
for the growth of sustainable tourism. WSWMR’s 
recycling activities also create opportunities for 
local artisans who use the recycled material and 
sell their artefacts to tourists. B
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3. Achieving growth and scaling up

Chapter 2 described the types of TBL impacts 
that eco-enterprises in our case study sample 
are already achieving. However, eco-enterprises 
face numerous challenges to sustain their 
operations and scale up. Some of these 
challenges are specific to their eco-enterprise 
profile, whilst others are common to SMMEs in 
emerging economies more generally. 

3.1  Challenges

Financial sustainability and financing  
for scale up

Eco-enterprises face challenges in securing 
finance to maintain operations and expand 
so that they may have greater TBL impact. 
Securing finance is a major challenge for 
SMMEs in developing countries generally, 
since they are perceived to have a high risk 
profile by financial institutions. Finance tends 
to be more accessible to large businesses that 
have considerable assets to use as collateral, 
are highly professionalised and have a well-
established track record. At the other end of the 
scale, microfinance institutions typically work 
for small lenders by taking a group guarantee 
approach, and deal with relatively small amounts 
of money32. SMMEs however lack the collateral 
and track record to give financial institutions the 
confidence they need to lend amounts ranging 
often from twenty thousand to two hundred 
thousand dollars, and sometimes beyond. 

Weak functioning financial markets are 
emphasised as the most important obstacle 
facing SMMEs in emerging markets by Hatega33, 
Kauffmann34 and the IFC report “Making finance 
work for Africa35. This lack of access to finance 
by SMEs in emerging economies is also referred 
to as the ‘Missing Middle’ 36. Part of the issue  

32 Scherer J, Zeidman B, Yago G. 2009. Stimulating Invest-
ment in Emerging-Market SMEs. Milken Institute

33 Hatega L. 2007. SME development in Uganda, Private 
Sector Foundation Uganda, Kampala.

34 Kauffmann C. 2006. Financing SMEs in Africa, OECD 
Development Centre, Policy Insight nr 7, OECD, Paris.

35 World Bank. 2006. Making Finance work for Africa, World 
Bank, Washington

36 Delnoye R. 2012. The “Missing Middle” & the Rural 
Finance Gap: Causes, Consequences and Responses. 
Royal Tropical Institute - KIT

of SMME lending is its complexity owing to the 
heterogeneity of the enterprises and complexity 
of their needs. For banks, intensive monitoring 
and administration is required to manage such 
a portfolio, but this requires more resources than 
managing loans to large corporations. From the 
view of banks, the extension and the pricing of 
credit often involve information asymmetry and 
lack of adequate collateral. In some cases the 
problems are exacerbated by an absence of 
sound legal, institutional or regulatory nature 
(such as a lack of collateral or security37.

For SMMEs, the seemingly bureaucratic 
behaviour of banks can be a big issue, with 
SMMEs often complaining of limited access to 
credit and onerous terms when it is available. 
The firms with the most difficulties tend to 
be start-ups, and firms lacking sufficient or 
appropriate collateral and those lacking of stable 
earnings. The eco-enterprises in our case study 
sample fit this profile. Many do not “meet typical 
requirements for loans, such as holding assets 
or demonstrating other income streams that can 
provide security for loans or lines of credit”38. An 
operational track record of four to five years is 
also often required, while several have not been 
operational for this long. Some SMMEs further 
suggest that banks do not serve them partly 
because they do not well understand lending to In 
our case study sample all of the eco-enterprises 
are financially sustainable with grant support or 
subsidies. However, without this support most 
would face difficulties. Some reliance on grants 
and subsidies are not an issue in the short term 
as they provide eco-enterprises with capital to 
make investments during the enterprise’s ‘take-
off’ phase. However, longer term it should be of 
concern if they are not able to access formal 
loans or venture capital due to a lack of lender or 
investor confidence. Grants will not be available 
long term. Furthermore, should an enterprise 
wish to scale up, grants are not usually the 
best way to achieve this due to uncertainty in 
competitive grant processes. The financial 
viability and sustainability of these enterprises is 

37 OECD. 2006. The SME Financing Gap (Vol. II) Proceedings 
of the Brasilia Conference, 27-30 March 2006: Proceed-
ings of the Brasilia Conference

38 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p14

thus uncertain in the longer run. There exists a 
gap in capacity of these SMMEs to adopt more 
business-oriented approaches for managing 
and financing their work. The case studies 
find that nearly all SMMEs in the sample lack 
access to investors and lack access to funds for 
business management training. 

It is important to highlight that the case study 
eco-enterprises report that winning an award 
has helped the enterprise to gain credibility with 
those in positions to provide financial resources. 
However, even with significant recognition and 
a proven concept, these enterprises still spend 
significant efforts raising revenues to maintain 
and expand their operations.

In recent years (and particularly since the global 
financial crisis) there has been a shift in donor 
financing modalities. Donors are reconsidering 
grants as a viable modality due in part to their cost 
and shifting towards soft loans and equity. The idea 
is that loans and investments help the enterprise to 
be more competitive, as well as acting as a kind of 
revolving fund where returns can be reinvested in 
other enterprises to have wider impact. Such loans 
and investments by donors and private investors 
in TBL enterprises fall under the term ‘impact 
investment’, because they are more willing to 
accept a degree of financial risk, or lower financial 
returns on an investment because they recognise 
the wider social and environmental impacts 
that can be realised through the investment. 
For this reason, impact investment could have 
great potential for eco-enterprises like the SEED 
Winners. However the field of impact investment 
is still relatively nascent and reports, for instance 
from The Monitor Institute and the Acumen Fund39 
warn that impact investment should be considered 
as a complement rather than a replacement to 
traditional sources of funding. 

TBL planning and monitoring

Defining economic, social and environmental 
targets is important to focus business activities, 
and prompts eco-enterprises to monitor progress 
and share learning. Besides its internal utility, it also 
enables an eco-enterprise to communicate its TBL 
impacts to customers, partners and stakeholders 
to demonstrate the added social or environmental 
value of their enterprise. All of the SMMEs in our case 
study emphasised the value of SEED in helping them 
focus their vision and define specific targets. 

39 Koh H, Karamchandani A, Katz R. 2012. “From Blueprint 
to Scale: The Case for Philanthropy in Impact Investing,” 
Monitor Institute and Acumen Fund, April 2012.

The case studies show that enterprise managers 
will adjust their targets over time, as they move 
towards achieving old targets and when they 
receive support to help with TBL planning. In all 
cases, the targets have become much clearer 
and more measureable from the start of the 
enterprise to the present. Similarly to previous 
case studies of SEED Winners40, the eco-
enterprises in this sample highlight how targets 
are expanded over time to achieve a broader 
outreach, target new areas or to increase 
environmental impacts or they are diversified to 
in order to provide a solution to new or additional 
social or environmental local issues. All of the 
enterprises were focused on achieving a range 
of TBL benefits: setting social and environmental 
targets and outcomes, and, at the same time, 
creating livelihoods and income diversification 
for the enterprise managers and employees and/
or for people in its surrounding communities”41. 

While progress is certainly being made by the 
SMMEs in our case study, many expressed 
serious challenges in investing the resources 
required to measure their impact on direct 
beneficiaries and on the wider value chain. This 
means that it is often difficult for SMMEs to know 
the extent to which they are making a difference 
as well as being able to share those insights 
effectively. 

Ultimately, good research data offers important 
insights for informing policy makers on the 
effects of TBL enterprises (both positive and 
negative). To accurately measure the impact 
of eco-enterprises requires resources and 
expertise beyond self-reporting of an enterprise’s 
self-perception of progress. The challenge then 
is for other stakeholders such as donors to 
contribute resources for evaluating investments 
in eco-enterprises to gather detailed data and 
learn lessons that can be widely disseminated.

40 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. 

41 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p14

http://www.mim.monitor.com/downloads/Blueprint_To_Scale/From%20Blueprint%20to%20Scale%20-%20Case%20for%20Philanthropy%20in%20Impact%20Investing_Full%20report.pdf
http://www.mim.monitor.com/downloads/Blueprint_To_Scale/From%20Blueprint%20to%20Scale%20-%20Case%20for%20Philanthropy%20in%20Impact%20Investing_Full%20report.pdf
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Gaps in business skills

The business models of many of eco-enterprises 
are a hybrid of commercial businesses and 
development projects (for profit/ not-for-profit). 
Whatever the hybrid model might be, solid 
financial and effective operations management are 
a necessity for the success of the eco-enterprises. 
These enterprises aim to become financially 
sustainable through the expansion of operations, 
growth through sales, and prudent management. 

Many SMMEs face particular skills gaps, in 
particular skills related to highly professional 
management, planning and forecasting, 
accounting and marketing. This challenge of 
skills gaps can constrain the growth of the 
enterprise directly, inhibiting it from achieving 
its potential. For example, a lack of sound 
accounting practices often means that financial 
institutions or investors lack confidence in the 
enterprise in the due diligence process, which in 
turn leaves such eco-enterprises dependent on 
grant opportunities for scaling up. 

There are obvious opportunities here to address 
the skills gap in entrepreneurs which we return to 
in the recommendations section. SMMEs generally 
need greater sensitisation as to what banks and 
investors look for in an enterprise. Financial literacy 
training for entrepreneurs can start to unpack this 
‘black box’. This in turn can lead more informal 
enterprises towards formality, and SMMEs to 
grow to make a much greater contribution to 
employment and growth in emerging economies. 

The business environment

Eco-enterprises face various challenges to 
become sustainable businesses, particularly 
because many are at a nascent take-off 
phase, and the business environment in many 
developing countries is more challenging than 
in developed ones. Issues may include unclear 
regulatory processes, long permit approval 
periods, and weaker contractual enforcement42. 

The role of regulators and governments should 
not be overlooked. They must determine the rules 
of the game and build the capacity to enforce 
these rules. Leaving business to its own devices 
in a weak regulatory environment leads some 
unscrupulous business to take unacceptable 
shortcuts to profit and in doing so out-competing 
those businesses trying to operate in a social 
and environmentally responsible way.

42 See the World Bank’s ‘Doing Business’ reports and rank-
ings: http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings 

3.2  Success factors

Several success factors can be identified among 
the heterogeneous case studies of eco-enterprises. 

Marketable product or service 

First and foremost, eco-enterprises need to be 
able to demonstrate that their business or service 
has the potential to work in the market, and that it is 
appropriate for the needs and capacities of the local 
communities. While this might sound obvious, we 
wish to emphasize that market research is essential 
to ensuring that the product or service not only 
looks good on paper, but that it has the potential 
to be marketable and make a contribution towards 
social and environmental impact locally. Not all 
promising development projects, for example, can 
be transformed into sustainable enterprises if the 
costs related to product development are too high 
or if the technology is not appropriate to the local 
context. Looking at the case study enterprises, it 
is clear that these conditions are present. Another 
feature is that these eco-enterprises are located 
very close to their markets, so their market position 
literally helps them to know and reach their market. 
They are well positioned to be responsive to 
changing demands from customers and also the 
wider community.

Partnerships and community engagement

Eco-enterprises must develop the ability 
to engage in, and harness a network of, 
stakeholders as well as partners. Partnerships 
are vital for harnessing knowledge and inter-
organisational learning, for pooling resources 
and capabilities, for navigating bureaucracy 
and accessing finance, and for promoting the 
enterprise’s added value to customers, donors 
and the wider community. In our case studies, 
eco-enterprises frequently emphasized how 
highly they valued partnerships with diverse 
stakeholders. Some of these partnerships 
formed organically based on mutual interests, 
and some emerged and developed through 
interactions with local government or with the 
support of donors. However, partnerships only 
work if there is a clear interest, clear roles and 
benefits for all partners. Else, partnerships may 
just exist in name and achieve little.

SEED Winners from our cases are good exemplars 
that show how important strong research partners 
are to their enterprises. It confirms earlier findings 
that research institutes offer opportunities to these 

eco-enterprises to develop an innovative product or 
service based on scientific basis and it helps them 
test or validate that. This also helps to demonstrate 
the viability of a product to potential investors and 
fast-track its development into the marketplace43. 
Partners offering technical support help to build 
the capacity of the enterprise, as well as its workers 
through training, and can be crucial to both the 
development of strategy and products. In many 
emerging economies incubator hubs that have 
become popular with start-ups and SMMEs in 
Europe and the US do not exist and so it is crucial 
for eco-enterprises to develop their own support 
networks. Multi-stakeholder partnerships positively 
affect enterprises’ capabilities to sense, learn from 
and change based on the stakeholder interactions, 
although evidence suggests that this effect reduces 
over time as the capabilities of the partnerships 
stabilises and the enterprises become more 
proactive in their corporate sustainability strategy.44 

43 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p12

44 Dentoni D, Bitzer V, Pascucci S. 2015. Cross-sector part-
nerships and the co-creation of dynamic capabilities for 
stakeholder orientation. Journal of Business Ethics 129(3)

Innovation to address local problems 

“Innovation and investment are essential 
components for moving to the Green Economy”45. 
Chapter 2 describes the different types of TBL 
impact that eco-enterprises in the case study 
sample are achieving. Often the products or 
services are not radically innovative, but are 
based on existing ideas that have been modified 
or scaled in a way that can achieve TBL impact. 
Whilst innovation may imply the development of 
new technology, it can also involve new ways 
of organising an enterprise’s supply chain in 
a way that is more environmentally friendly 
and efficient, or bringing new skills or services 
to people in the community. In a local setting, 
innovation really has value when it not only 
generates additional profits for an enterprise by 
driving production efficiency, but when it helps 
to address local problems. 

45 Creech H, Huppé GA, Paas L, Voora V. 2012. Social and 
Environmental Enterprises in the Green Economy: Sup-
porting sustainable development and poverty eradication 
on the ground. SEED initiative / IISD. p12
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4.  Recommendations: supporting social and  
environmental enterprises for green and inclusive 
economies 

The recommendations presented here are 
a synthesis of our case study analysis, and 
participant consensus at several high level 
SEED Symposia46,47.

The importance of eco-entrepreneurship 
should be recognised and promoted 

To transition to a Green Economy it is of 
paramount importance that the focus shifts 
from only creating value for shareholders to 
creating value for stakeholders48. The first step 
is for governments, donors and investors to give 
proper recognition to the importance of SMMEs 
in emerging markets. The best way to get the 
process moving is by supporting the early 
pioneers of eco-enterprises, by highlighting 
their experiences, and by bringing regular and 
larger businesses along with them who will carry 
the baton of corporate social responsibility. 
Policy makers and other stakeholders should 
give increased attention to developing policy 
conducive to the success of these SMMEs as 
they help to drive local economic development, 
address local social and environmental 
challenges and can inspire other SMMEs to 
make steps in this direction.

Tailored and excellent business development 
support is crucial for stability and growth of 
eco-enterprises

Related to the issue of access to finance, eco-
enterprises need business development support 
to be efficient contributors to the Green Economy 
and to become financially sustainable. They 
need to be able to access skills development 
programmes to give business managers the 
tools they need to maintain and scale a 

46 SEED. 2014. Advancing the Green Economy: creating jobs 
and opportunities for innovative green enterprises. SEED 
South Africa Symposium 2014 Summary Report. Adelphi 
Research gGmbH

47 Marquard H, Mangin A. 2014. Making Growth Sustainable: 
Co-creating Solutions through Social and Green Entrepre-
neurship. SEED Africa Symposium 2014 Summary Report. 
Adelphi Research gGmbH.

48 Ehrhart, C E, 2014, Delivering Tomorrow: Exchange, 
Engage, Excel: Creating Value Through Stakeholder 
Engagement

sustainable business. Eco-enterprises that 
achieve environmental and social impacts must  

also keep a sharp focus on commercial aspects 
of the business. A financially unsustainable 
enterprise cannot survive in a cut-throat 
competitive environment, and hence social and 
environmental benefits and opportunities may 
be lost if the enterprise is not viable. 

Eco-enterprises themselves highlight the need 
for support to develop their business plans to 
submit to institutional investors when seeking 
financing. Eco-enterprises also need support to 
develop their marketing strategies, so that they 
can promote their products and services, while 
educating consumers and gaining traction for 
the idea of a greener economy. Policies should 
give attention to women entrepreneurs who are 
an under-represented but essential driver for 
growth and TBL impact, especially in rural and 
agricultural economies.

Providing finance solutions for the ‘missing 
middle’ is crucial for eco-enterprises

Access to start-up finance is one of the biggest 
obstacles to scaling up green and inclusive 
SMMEs. Policy makers need to work with 
financial institutions to develop products and 
approaches that are responsive to the situations 
of those particular SMMEs. Finance is a difficult 
issue for lenders too, as SMMEs and particularly 
start-ups are generally regarded to have a higher 
risk profile than more established and larger 
businesses. However, policy makers need to 
invest in an ongoing dialogue with and between 
financial institutions and SMMEs as to the details 
of this challenge. We need to move beyond 
discussing financing challenges in generalised 
ways and delve deeper to understand the 
details of issues such as what banks would 
consider to be acceptable risk, what the costs 
are to financial institutions in managing SMME 
portfolios, and what banks are looking for in due 
diligence reports. There is more at stake here 
than just the failure of a few SMMEs to attract 
financing. Where a lack of access to finance 

is systematic for eco-enterprises, in-depth 
investigation is required to identify causes and 
remedies, else enterprises will be stuck in low-
growth cycles with little transformation and in 
turn little impact. 

Partnerships of different stakeholders make a 
real difference to eco-enterprises 

As discussed under ‘success factors’, 
partnerships make a real difference to eco-
enterprises in various ways, such as knowledge 
sharing and learning, pooling resources, 
navigating bureaucracy, accessing finance 
and marketing. Policy makers should consider 
how they might play a role in facilitating 
networks where SMMEs can share and learn 
from each other. This might include promoting 
and supporting online platforms (which may 
be private sector developed), or encouraging 
business expos and symposia. Perhaps 
most importantly, policy makers should see 
themselves as indirect stakeholders and really 
seek out the views of SMMEs to understand the 
specific barriers they face in each sector, and 
address first the low hanging fruit. 

Target setting, monitoring and evaluation 
can amplify and quantify the contribution of 
eco-enterprises

Target setting, monitoring and evaluation can 
amplify and quantify the contribution of eco-
enterprises. It is important for eco-enterprises 
to define and monitor their TBL targets, and 
to be able to communicate their impact to 
customers, partners and stakeholders. Case 
study enterprises who received support in 
setting and monitoring targets expressed how 
much they valued this as it helps them to focus 
their vision and activities, and to communicate 
their added value to clients. There is a clear 
opportunity here for donors who offer grants (or 
other forms of financing) to eco-enterprises to 
pair this with capacity building support so that 
they can monitor their own progress. Fortunately, 
as increasing numbers of enterprises move 
towards a TBL vision of sustainability, guidelines 
such as the Global Reporting Initiative’s G4 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines have been 
developed to provide organisations with the 
tools to monitor their TBL impact49. On the other 
hand, the multitude of tools and mechanism can 

49 Global Reporting Initiative (2015). G4 Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines. https://www.globalreporting.
org/resourcelibrary/GRIG4-Part1-Reporting-Princi-
ples-and-Standard-Disclosures.pdf

be confusing for SMMEs and such organisations 
should consider how to ensure SMMEs have 
access to the tools most appropriate to their 
size and their sector. On another level, policy 
makers should also have a vested interest in 
commissioning studies that quantifiably measure 
the TBL impacts of a sample of SMMEs in more 
rigorous ways than enterprise self-reporting. 
A selection of well-designed studies, carried 
out by third party evaluators will offer policy 
makers important insights on the effects of eco-
enterprises (both positive and negative), and 
how they might alleviate barriers that enterprises 
face. 

SMMES need to be given a voice

SMMEs need to have a voice – cumulatively, 
they are major players in innovation and job 
creation, and should by invited to participate 
more fully in policy development discussions. 
Multi-stakeholder platforms are ideal fora for 
policy dialogue, to express the constraints 
they feel and their ideas of how government 
better provide an enabling environment. 
Creating platforms for dialogue also present 
opportunities for enterprises to connect and 
build partnerships – crucial for innovation, 
productivity enhancements, and unlocking 
market opportunities. 

Eco-enterprises need a sound and 
encouraging regulatory environment

The government has a vital role in preparing 
an attractive business environment for eco-
enterprises. In developing countries SMMEs 
generally face higher barriers to entry than 
in developed countries. This is of particular 
concern because a feature of developed 
countries is a high percentage of strong SMMEs 
driving employment and innovation. To unleash 
innovation, governments need to work on 
streamlining bureaucratic processes, protect 
intellectual property, deploy resources at the local 
government level to implement policies efficiently 
and ensure courts have the capacity to efficiently 
enforce contracts and land tenure rights. 
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5. Annex
Annex 1 Overview of the 2015 SEED case studies

Enterprise name Sector Partners Country Prodcuts / Services

Muthi Futhi Sustainable Agriculture Local business, local community, 
national businesses, research 
institute

South Africa Medicinal plant ingredients; organic fruits and vegetables

IMAI Farming Cooperative Sustainable Agriculture National governmental organisation, 
provincial government, research 
institute

South Africa Organic horticultural products; Atchar pickle made from mangoes and  
vegetables; training in organic farming and in hygenic processes

Reel Gardening Sustainable Agriculture Local and international businesses, 
local NGO

South Africa Water-saving  biodegradable strips of organic seeds; Skills development in 
gardening, composting and business administration

Muliru Farmers Sustainable Agriculture International NGO, research 
institute, state corporations, 
businesses

Kenya Natural remedies  from sustainably-farmed indigenous plants;  
environmental awareness training on protecting the local rainforest

Provokame (LifePack) Green Technologies  
and Services

Local businesses, research 
institutes, international sponsors

Colombia 100 % biodegradable paper plates embedded with plant seeds; training in plate 
making; awareness-raising of sustainable production and consumption

Tambul Leaf Plates Green Technologies  
and Services

Government, national NGO, 
business, local NGO 

India Biodegradable disposable plates; pressing machines for producing plates; training

EcoPost Waste and Recycling Research institute, local NGO,  
local businesses

Kenya Fencing posts and sign posts from recylced plastic; environmentally-friendly 
building and contruction material

BanaPads Green Technologies  
and Services

International governmental 
organisation, research institute, 
national NGOs

Uganda Biodegradable and affordable sanitary pads, financial management skills training; 
women's health and hygiene training

Solar Sister Energy National and international NGOs, 
international businesses

Uganda Portable solar powered appliances, efficient cook stoves;  
training in micro-entrepreneurship

Watamu Solid Waste Management 
and Recycling Enterprises

Waste and Recycling Local government, local association, 
local businesses, local NGOs

Kenya Crushed plastic for recycling; raw materials for local artisans; construction 
aggregate made from recycled glass

Mooi River Recycling Centre 
(MRRC)

Waste and Recycling National NGO, regional government, 
local government, business

South Africa municipal waste collection; waste recycling 

Feed Africa Sustainable Agriculture Local business, Governement, NGO South Africa Organic vegetables and fruits farming

Dichung Green Technologies  
and Services

National NGO, research institute, 
businesses 

Vietnam Online customer-to- customer ride-sharing platform; online business-to-customer 
marketplace for discounted taxi services and public transport tickets
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SEED Winner Impressions



FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE WRITE TO INFO@SEED.UNO OR VISIT WWW.SEED.UNO

READ MORE ABOUT THE DETAILED  
CASE STUDIES ON WWW.SEED.UNO

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Muliru Farmers
Cultivating traditional medicinal plants to 
protect the last Kenyan rainforest

2010 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Dichung
Ride-sharing technology to reduce traf� c 
congestion and CO2 emissions in urban 
Viet Nam
2013 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

EcoPost
Preventing deforestation, combatting pollution 
and creating youth employment by 
transforming waste into plastic posts in Kenya
2010 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Mooi River Waste Reclaiming
Boosting recycling and empowering 
informal waste pickers in Mooi River
2010 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Muthi Futhi
Income creation and women’s empowerment 
in rural KwaZulu-Natal through the cultivation 
of traditional medicinal plants

3

2013 SEED Winner – South Africa

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Tambul Leaf Plates
Creating youth employment in Assam 
while reducing plastic waste
2013 SEED Winner – India

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Provokame
Empowering vulnerable women and 
combating climate change 
2013 SEED Winner – Colombia

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

IMAI Farming Cooperative
Preserving vegetables to build self-
reliance among South African farmers
2011 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Claire Reid Reel Gardening
Alleviating food shortage through sustainable 
subsistence gardening 

2010 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Solar Sister 
Empowering women in Africa through 
clean energy solutions
2011 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

BanaPads
Empowering thousands of girls and women 
in rural Uganda by providing sanitary pads 
from natural fi bres, so reducing waste
2013 SEED Winner

Founding Partners

CONTACT US

SEED CASE STUDIES: INSIGHTS INTO ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SOLUTIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Watamu Community Solid Waste Management 
and Recycling Enterprises (WSWMR)

Fighting unemployment and coastal degradation through 
waste recycling in Watamu, Kenya

2011 SEED Winner

Founding Partners




