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According to Larry Fink, CEO of the world’s largest asset manager BlackRock, “sustainable 

investing will become a core component of how everybody invests in the future”. In Fink’s 

opinion, this does not mean investors needing to sacrifice returns; on the contrary, investors 

will enjoy greater returns than from non-sustainable investments. 

 

One of the current dominant themes in global investment is the growing appetite among 

consumers (particularly millennials), private investors and institutional investors to buy and 

invest more responsibly. And this is something the M&A sector is catching on to. 

 

It’s no secret that large energy firms are rapidly snapping up smaller renewable power 

businesses, while industries from tech to automotive to energy are scrambling to boost their 

green credentials. Major changes are underway in all these markets and, in some cases, there 

is the prospect of a total turnaround in consumer demands over the coming decades. 

 

For many growing companies, however, it is difficult, if not impossible, to turn their business 

green overnight. An easier approach is to buy up smaller firms with a pre-existing ethical 

business model. In this piece, we’ll examine this phenomenon in more detail and consider 

whether SMEs can adopt a similar approach to help them benefit from the growing trend for 

ethical consumerism. 

 

The tide turns towards ethical consumerism 

 

Businesses are starting to take the growing demand for ethical products and services very 

seriously. The Sustainability Consortium’s 2019 Impact Report found that 30 per cent more 

companies had improved their transparency on the environmental and social benefits of their 

products.  

 

 

https://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/impact/impact-report/
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Businesses are aware that, if consumers consider you ethical, your sales will increase. And 

this shows in the Coop’s most recent Ethical Consumerism report, which found that ethical 

consumer spending hit a record £41 billion in 2019, almost quadrupling over the last two 

decades.  

 

Barclay's Global Head of Banking, Joe McGrath, has stated that the demand for investment in 

businesses with environment, social and governance (ESG) credentials has become “truly a 

commercially viable strategy” and that concern for ESG considerations among businesses had 

become a “phenomenon” as a result. 

 

Evidently, there is much to be gained from being considered an ethical business, but, 

conversely, a lot to lose from being considered unethical. A survey from hospitality industry 

software firm Fourth found that 67 per cent of Brits said they would boycott a brand that was 

found to be unethical in its operations. 

 

There seems to be a clear seismic shift in attitudes towards businesses and their 

responsibilities regarding the environment and towards their employees and partners. Get it 

wrong and your business could be doomed to fail. 

 

How can you boost your business’ ethical and green credentials? 

 

In this piece we’ll examine some recent business deals in which companies have sought to 

improve their green credentials and use ethical investment to drive their future growth.  

 

A new private equity firm, for a new business world 

 

In Autumn 2019, Rob Asplin, a partner and head of transactions at private equity fund Better 

Capital, and Conrad Lee, managing director and head of leverage finance trading at Stifel 

Nicolaus Europe, opted to leave behind their well-know, established companies to form a new 

private equity firm CastleMill Equity Partners.  
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Their aim was to form a fund that would work selectively with UK SMEs in order to drive 

sustainable growth. True to that philosophy, in October 2019, CastleMill Equity Partners made 

their first acquisition, marine and renewable energy company Manor Energy Group, which 

provides temporary power and engineering services to the offshore wind farm industry through 

Manor Renewable Energy. 

 

Rob Asplin spoke of being “thrilled” at the acquisition of Manor Energy and, significantly, added 

that he and Conrad Lee had formed CastleMill “because we believe the role of private equity 

goes beyond the provision of capital.” 

 

This reflects a new, more ethically-minded strain of thinking within private equity, where green 

companies are attractive both as a financial investment and as part of a wider business model 

philosophy.  

 

Moving towards renewable, through investment and divestment 

 

In the past five years a huge number of deals have been made between larger energy firms 

and smaller renewable businesses, helping established players diversify and keep up with 

ethical trends. 

 

In 2018, SSE, one of the Big Six energy companies in the UK announced it would be buying 

out its partner Fluor’s 50 per cent stake in Seagreen, the offshore wind farm project they had 

been developing together. 

 

This move is indicative of SSE transitioning its business model towards the renewables market 

and, in one of the biggest deals of 2020 so far, they took perhaps their most significant step in 

that direction: selling their huge retail arm SSE Energy Services to OVO Energy. 

 

It might seem a strange move for a company like SSE to sell one of its most significant assets 

(a firm of 8,000 staff) to an upstart competitor like OVO, but it illustrates SSE’s commitment to 

their new business model and the boldness of this step should be applauded.  

 

https://www.business-sale.com/news/mbo-mbi/new-private-equity-firm-acquires-marine-and-renewables-company-219542
https://www.business-sale.com/news/division-sale/sse-sells-retail-business-to-ovo-energy-219790
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Commenting on the sale, SSE Chief Executive Alistair Phillips-Davies said: “The sale is in line 

with our clear strategy, centred on developing, operating and owning renewable energy and 

electricity network assets, along with growing businesses complementary to this core.” 

 

“SSE enters the new decade as a more focused group, even better positioned to lead the low 

carbon transformation required to achieve the UK's vital net zero commitment in the years to 

come.” 

 

Writing later in a blog post, Phillips-Davies succinctly encapsulated SSE’s vision for the future 

of energy, and the part it wants to play: “For SSE, our core purpose in the years ahead is clear. 

We are providing the energy needed today while building a better world of energy for 

tomorrow.” 

 

Government and gas industry giant buy into biofuel company’s green venture 

 

In 2017, the National Grid, energy-from-waste firm Advanced Plasma Power (APP) and energy 

development company Progressive Energy set up the company Go Green Fuels to help deliver 

a contract for a waste-to-gas facility in Swindon.  

 

The cutting-edge plant would take in household waste from the surrounding area and process 

it into natural gas and carbon dioxide, to then be “injected and the carbon dioxide liquified to be 

used in the travel industry”. 

 

However, as costs spiralled, 2018 saw Go Green Fuels go into administration and the project 

suspended for 14 months, with construction halfway completed.  

 

Not too long ago, this might have passed by without much notice. The project indefinitely 

shelved before finally being abandoned. But these are different times and, in late 2019, three 

unlikely partners teamed up to save the project.  
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The waste-to-gas facility secured £10 million in funding from engineering services company 

Advanced Biofuel Solutions, allowing construction to resume. But perhaps the most 

remarkable aspect of this was that the funding was supported by Government’s Department for 

Transport and Cadent Gas, owner and operator of the largest natural gas distribution network 

in the United Kingdom. 

 

A fuel industry giant may seem like an unlikely benefactor for such a green venture, but this, 

along with the Government taking such an active role, merely reflects the turning tide, which is 

seeing ethical investment become a huge part of the business mainstream.  

 

Can you win customers’ hearts and minds with ethical moves? 

 

If your business is struggling to strike the right chord with ethical consumers, buying a 

business with a great ethical reputation, or a product with an established position in the ethical 

marketplace, could be the answer. I can help you to diversify your offering, boost 

manufacturing or bring in the expertise or experience you need to become an ethical brand. 

 

Global institutional investors are already moving their sights to sustainable investments and, as 

we’ve seen, are being followed by private equity firms seeking out growing opportunities in this 

exploding sector. Whether or not you are concerned about ethical considerations, as a 

business owner you ought to be aware that as a sustainable business your brand & business 

will be worth more in monetary value than as a non-sustainable business - at least in the 

medium to long term. 

 

Use examples of larger organisations tapping into the ethical marketplace to inspire your next 

business acquisition. By purchasing these businesses, organisations that are struggling 

reputationally have been able to boost their green and ethical credential and once again 

become part of the future of their industries. 

https://www.business-sale.com/news/administration/swindon-wastetogas-plant-construction-to-resume-after-administration-219625

