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In today’s context, it has well become a survival necessity 
for manufacturers to look beyond conventional ways of 
production. Reality is that manufacturers have 

to do it fast and collectively to meet the onset 
wave for sustainability and eco-innovation 
in manufacturing. Nonetheless, 
sustainable manufacturing is neither 
a trend nor a concept. Rather, it is 
an emerging growth driver that 
pushes the manufacturing sector 
to greater heights and horizons. 
From its gradual development, it is 
not difficult to see it as a potential 
eco-system in-the-making, 
generating aplenty opportunities 
for all players in the business of 
sustainable manufacturing.

  
However, many manufacturers 

today, still bear resistance towards 
sustainable manufacturing practices due to 
lack of understanding and awareness. Many 
thought it was merely preserving natural 
resources through care for the environment 
and recycling of materials, while others 
opinioned on the future security such as providing 
products that market wants or maintaining 
customer focus. In a UK study1, only 13% of 
the respondents mentioned that sustainability 
brought about commercial advantage. This 
reflects an alarming fundamental problem where 
manufacturers do not generally see a way to exploit 
sustainability in their products and marketing.

 
So, what is and how sustainable is sustainable 

manufacturing? These are the questions that many local SME 
manufacturers are raising, apart from the costs and investments 
that are usually seen as the biggest deterrents, especially in 
today’s challenging business environment. 

What is Sustainable Manufacturing?
Sustainable manufacturing is the creation of manufactured 

products that use processes that are non-polluting, conserve 

energy and natural resources, and are economically sound and safe 
for employees, communities, and consumers.” It consists of three 

structural pillars – society, environment and economy 
– while involving operational aspects such 

as the consumption of resources, natural 
environment, economic performance, 

workers, products, social justice and 
community development.

 
The concept of sustainable 

production was raised at a 
United Nations conference on 
environment and development 
back in early 1990s and the 
conclusion was clear – the 

major source for environmental 
degradation is unsustainable 

production and consumption patterns.
 

Sustainable manufacturing practices 
and options include the 3Rs – Reuse, Reduce, 

Recycle – in terms of materials and energy 
usage, raw materials substitution especially 
for non-renewable or toxic materials, reduce 
non-desired outputs such as green house gases 

through the evaluation of utilities consumption 
and redesigning of production, products and 
services to be environmentally friendly.

 

benefits
Concepts and definitions aside, top performing 

firms in US that integrate sustainability into their 
corporate strategy have achieved great improvements: 

19 percent decline in energy costs, 17 percent decrease in 
waste and disposal costs, 13 per cent decrease in defects or non-
conforming products over 12 months, 5 per cent decrease in year-
on-year operational costs relative to volume change in business 
and a 15 percent improvement in customer acquisition rate.

 
In summary, manufacturers will be able to enjoy higher 

efficiency in process flow, reduction in energy usage and 
possibly higher top line from selling the higher value byproducts. 
Adopting sustainable practices also opens up new business 
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