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Leaving No 
Footprints

Erin Meezan is the advocate for 
Interface’s aggressive sustainability 

strategy. The goal: nothing less than zero 
environmental impact by 2020

P r o f i l e

E
nvironmental lawyer Erin Meezan’s 
job description  is “to provide techni-
cal assistance and policy support to 
the company’s global business units to 
manage Interface’s aggressive sustain-
ability goals.” 

Aggressive, indeed: Interface, whose 
primary market is providing carpeting in the form 
of tiles to commercial customers, has declared that it 
wants to leave no environmental footprints. That ap-
plies to global warming emissions as well as air and 
water pollution. It covers the company’s supply chain 
and its waste stream. It includes both its operations 
and the life cycle impacts of its products. By 2020, the 
firm is pledged to “zero impact.” It will operate a closed 
loop system for the materials that go into carpeting and 
eliminate all its greenhouse emissions.

A longtime advocate in the environmental com-
munity and state government, Meezan is the corpora-
tion’s advocate for sustainability. She serves as tribune 
both within the company and to outside stakeholders 
for the vision of the firm’s founder and longtime chief 
executive officer, Ray Anderson. “Fourteen years ago, 
Mr. Anderson was being asked by his customers, ‘What 
are you doing for the environment?’  ” Meezan says. 
“Our salespeople were also hearing from our custom-
ers, mostly architects and interior designers, that they 
wanted more from their suppliers.” At a meeting he 
held with his sales staff back then to explain the com-
pany’s environmental vision, however, Anderson found 
his only message was, “We comply with the law.” 

Anderson recognized right away that mere compli-
ance wasn’t going to be enough to energize his staff 
nor to satisfy the concerns of the market — nor to sat-
isfy himself. He began reading environmental books 
in search of a more inspiring message. Then he came 
across a tract written by a fellow businessman, Paul 
Hawken, called The Ecology of Commerce. “The book 
gives a portrait of an ecosystem in decline, in any seg-
ment you care to look at — air, water, forests, fisher-
ies,” as Meezan portrays it. “The author proposes that 
the only institution big and powerful and pervasive 
enough to make a difference is business. To Mr. An-
derson, it was his environmental epiphany.” 

Anderson followed his self-described “conversion 
experience” by putting together a working group of 
outside advisers that included Hawken to map out 
how Interface could reduce and eventually eliminate 
its environmental footprint. Anderson followed the 
formation of the external panel by starting hiring for 
a corresponding internal Sustainable Strategies Group, 
on which Meezan serves as Director of Sustainable De-
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velopment. The group draws from many disciplines, 
including engineering, accounting, biology, and en-
vironmental law. The company also has employees in 
its business units whose job is “100-percent sustain-
ability,” to use Meezan’s term. And a high-level Global 
Sustainability Council brings together key leaders from 
throughout the company.

Within ten years of Anderson’s epiphany, “It was 
clear that Interface had completely changed its corpo-
rate culture,” Meezan says. “Today, sustainability is part 
of everything we do. If you are in marketing, it’s part of 
how you talk to customers about our products. In the 
financial sector and the business development sector, 
you are looking at how sustainability is going to be a 
growth platform. If you are in the manufacturing sec-
tor, you are trying to be more efficient in use of materi-
als and to use renewables. It’s part of everyone’s job.”

Meezan attributes Interface’s success in its pursuit 
of sustainability not just to the better coordination 
these panels bring but also to the broadened perspec-
tives that followed. An example is the firm’s embrace 
of bio-mimicry, a concept that applies solutions found 
in nature. “For years we’ve been thinking of a greener 
alternative to the glue needed to stick the tiles to the 

floor. Some of our research folks were 
intrigued by how geckos use weight to 
their advantage to hang onto branch-
es. Our designers came up with the 
floating floor. The concept is to stick 
the tiles together at the corners. Then 
the weight of the entire carpet holds it 
down better than glue.”

Interface took the idea of bio-mim-
icry further. “We sent our designers 
into the forest to look at how nature 
designs a floor. They found that the 

overall appearance is one of uniformity, but no two 
pieces are identical. A system where carpet tiles all look 
the same doesn’t allow for replacement of just one or 
two as tiles wear out or when someone in a hotel room 
drops a hot iron on the floor — you have to redo the 
entire room. Our design team came up with a pallet 
of tiles with chaos and disorder built in.” The system, 
called Entropy, became the firm’s top seller.

M
eezan’s own epiphany  was more 
a process than a eureka mo-
ment. She grew up along the 
shore of Lake Michigan, which 
she found inspirational. She 
went to Vermont Law School, 
in a state whose natural envi-

ronment also inspired her. She studied for a master’s in 
environmental law in the summers while taking a full 

roster of law courses during the fall and spring terms. 
During her studies, she interned with a judge on the 

state’s supreme court. That provided her with the op-
portunity to work with the jurist on his opinions. “You 
make recommendations to the judge, so in a way you 
are an advocate,” she says. After graduation, she got a 
chance to be an advocate in a different way. She moved 
to Nashville with her husband, who got a job with a 
law firm there. “I contacted the law school placement 
office and said, I don’t want to work for a law firm, I 
don’t want to go into an entry level position at a district 
attorney’s office. I only want to do environmental pol-
icy and law. Can you help me find a job in Nashville? 
They never called me back.”

Six months later she was approached by a group 
of environmental organizations in search of a lobby-
ist, under the umbrella of the Tennessee Conservation 
Voters. “I found that job tremendously appealing, be-
cause it was real advocacy and I got to use the skills I 
had learned in law school, such as analyzing proposed 
legislation.” At the time one of the big issues in Ten-
nessee was clear cutting. The state had no regulations 
governing buffer zones and best practices. “After a doz-
en attempts, a bill was passed mandating setbacks and 
best practices on private land,” she recalls.

She and her husband then moved to Georgia, where 
he got a job at a firm and she joined the state’s energy 
development office, called the Georgia Environmen-
tal Facilities Authority. Once again, she found herself 
in charge of a group effort as an advocate for change. 
“They were looking for a person to pull together a 
bunch of agencies around the issue of how energy and 
environment relate.” As in most states, various parts of 
the environmental pie were split among many agen-
cies. “The idea was to share information and collective-
ly come up with integrated, cross-sectional programs 
that will address how agencies think about the envi-
ronment.” Meezan was successful in getting the natu-
ral resources department, the transportation authority, 
and other agencies together to share information and 
discuss how they could work in common cause. The 
job also introduced her to the idea of green building 
in new and existing structures, knowledge that would 
later prove vital with Interface’s core customers, archi-
tects and designers.

Her background in peer-to-peer sharing along with 
skills in advocacy would also be a major part of her job 
at Interface, which hired her in 2004 to play a simi-
lar role on its Sustainable Strategies Group. Her job is 
to develop strategic alliances both within the firm and 
without and to create the market and policy mecha-
nisms needed to achieve the company’s pathbreaking 
sustainability goals. 

Part of her responsibilities involves taking the Inter-
face message on the road. She in particular has enjoyed 

“We sent our 
designers into the 

forest to look at how 
nature designs a 

floor. The resulting 
system became our 

best seller.”
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her work with other corporate executives, sharing chal-
lenges and successes. “I was recently asked to address 
the global environmental, health, and safety lawyers 
for Fortune 500 companies. My message to them was 
that sustainability will be hitting their companies like 
a ton of bricks and that multiple parts of their com-
panies will be asked to respond, from marketing to 
product designers to operations people. But I also told 
them there is a fundamental disconnect between these 
groups and most corporate environment, health, and 
safety units and also with their legal teams.” 

I
nterface introduced modular carpeting to the 
U.S. market. That was innovative enough, but 
the company’s Evergreen lease, an essential step 
on the path to the ultimate in bio-mimicry 
— the promised closed loop system — was a 
revolutionary breakthrough. Even so, the idea is 
simple. “People don’t want the carpet, they want 

the comfort and beauty a carpet affords. So the concept 
is to sell the service,” Meezan says. “Many users want 
to retire a carpet before the end of its useful life — they 
may have a new tenant, they may be redecorating, or 
maybe it was damaged — and the Evergreen lease al-
lows that. Others use the carpets for years, replacing 
tiles as they wear out” — here is where the “forest 
floor” idea is key — “and the Evergreen lease allows 
that too.”

Not only does the Evergreen system simplify the 
whole issue of flooring management for customers, but 
the scheme allows Interface to retain responsibility for 
the installation throughout its entire life cycle. “This 
leads to a number of distinct benefits,” Meezan says. 
“By ensuring that a regular and professional mainte-
nance scheme is in place, it is possible to extend the 
overall life of the installation. Moreover, Interface can 
ensure that at the end of the product’s useful life it can 
be reclaimed.” Interface has a plant that is devoted to 
receiving used carpet. When worn-out tiles are sent 
back, the nylon pile is pulled off the backing — In-
terface invented a process to do that — and then each 
component can be recycled into feedstock for new car-
pet tiles or other products. 

The company makes decisions on how to reuse its 
products based on life cycle assessments, which factor 
in everything from the materials needed for new carpet 
to the fossil fuels used by its sales force. Sometimes it 
may make more sense to “repurpose” the tiles — to 
donate them to a school, for instance, and give them a 
second life. More often the company is able to keep the 
loop closed and reduce inputs of new materials.

The practice has its complications. “Life cycle 
analysis relies on multiple assumptions,” Meezan says. 
“While there is currently no accepted standard meth-

odology for calculating a product’s footprint, there are 
some best practices and increasingly well accepted pro-
cesses for calculation.” That introduces an element of 
risk, however. “As a manufacturer, Interface relies on 
assumptions of industry average data for emissions to 
calculate our raw materials impact. Often suppliers 
do not have these data tabulated or will not disclose 
them.” 

There are other risks. Although the company pre-
fers to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions through 
efficiency and renewables, it still 
has to buy carbon offsets to meet its 
goals. “There are unique risks inher-
ent in this type of transaction — for 
instance, credits may not be recog-
nized under future national climate 
change legislation. In addition, many 
agreements being used by offset sell-
ers do not adequately protect the 
interests of buyers.” For example, a 
newly planted forest might fail, or an 
offset might be purchased for a reduction that would 
have happened anyway. But there are clearly success 
stories in the burgeoning offset market, and Interface 
has been a major part of one: the company partnered 
with a local landfill to install a methane recovery sys-
tem and pipes gas produced by waste decomposition 
to run its factory in LaGrange, Georgia. 

It is also becoming common for businesses to dis-
close the data they have on their carbon footprint, cre-
ating more risk.  Interface says it was the first major 
corporation to put out a sustainability annual report, 
which it has been publishing since 1997. “Clearly these 
disclosures have to be balanced with the risk of disclos-
ing sensitive business information,” Meezan says. “It is 
unlikely that you will disclose your full life cycle assess-
ment data but a summary instead.” 

The company finds it easy to disclose the num-
bers it is most proud of, those that describe its suc-
cess story. Thus far, the company has reduced fossil 
fuel consumption by 45 percent and global warm-
ing emissions by 60 percent. Water use has been cut 
by two thirds and waste sent to landfills by 80 per-
cent. The sustainability drive has eliminated $316 
worth of waste, enough to fund the entire program. 
These efforts have not impeded profitability. Sales 
have reached $1 billion, making the company the 
world leader in carpet tiles. 

“While many companies are now focused on climate 
change at the corporate level through long term plans 
for engineering and operations, Interface has chosen to 
focus on climate change at every level of engagement, 
and we’ve been doing it for more than a decade,” Mee-
zan says. “It is an integral part of all that we do, and we 
have tangible results.” — S.R.D.

“People don’t want 
the carpet, they 
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and beauty a carpet 
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concept is to sell the 

service.”


