The September 26, 2007 issue of the Palo Alto Weekly included an article, entitled “Roche Palo Alto shows the world what deep-green means” featuring the remarkable achievements of a Roche team headed by Keith Sonberg.  Keith has been interviewed by Vicki Garlow and Bill Taylor and the following is Vicki’s report on this interview.
Keith Sonberg’s Green Technology –  from Syntex to Roche and Beyond

Keith Sonberg’s quest for turning the Roche Palo Alto pharmaceutical company into a leader in “green” technology had an unanticipated beginning. He was simply looking for a project in 2000 that would create job excitement for the 75 or so people whom he managed. It was a management challenge, entitled “Green Operations Program.”

Keith is senior director of site operations for Roche. He is a 21-year employee of Roche and its predecessor, Syntex, and has been facilities manager for seven years.

Keith’s early background in energy conservation in the late 1970s has contributed to his “green” success at Roche today.  He began his career at Syntex in 1986 under the management of Ted Fowlks who was VP of Engineering.  Ted facilitated Keith’s ideas for energy conservation not only at Syntex in Palo Alto but at other Syntex sites such as Boulder, Colorado and the Bahamas.  One particular early “green” initiative that Keith established at Syntex Palo Alto was to include variable air volume hoods in the synthetic organic chemistry labs in building R6E from 1986-88.  These hoods were much safer and more energy efficient.  The chemists were thrilled. 

In 2002, following a successful two-year efficiency-improvement task, his concerns turned toward the global environment. As a result, Keith and his staff have made Roche a recognized leader in "corporate greening” earning the Dow Jones Sustainability Index. "That's really important to the organization," he said, with great pride. 

Keith is always discovering advantages of going green.  His advantages have saved Roche an estimated at $22 million over the five years the “corporate greening” effort has been underway. The savings have been so significant as to attract serious attention throughout the corporate world and government operations, from Palo Alto City Hall to regional, state and federal agencies. Palo Alto is both working directly with Roche on some projects and looking at Roche as the city develops an environmental "sustainability" program, starting with a team of four current staff members each assigned half-time to the initial one-year effort. Roche also has become the leading purchaser of "green power" from the city Utilities Department that will involve the installation of a 1000 kilowatt solar (photovoltaic) system which will allow Roche to generate its own electricity on site.

So the “Green Operations Program” that Sonberg initially used in 2000 to motivate his staff has had a profound effect on managers to rank-and-file employees.  To this day, the 75 people in Keith’s Site Operations organization have bonus-related “green” goals as part of their functions.  The Roche site also has a “green” goal.  Presently, all employees at the Roche site are involved in coming up with “green” names for the roads/driveways on the Roche campus.   And soon, they will be encouraged to try a one-month free pass to commute to work via the South Bay transit service.  

Roche operates its own full recycling operation, preferring that to sending materials to the "single-stream" recycling operation in Sunnyvale, the "Smart Station" of which Palo Alto is a part. Doing their own recycling means Roche recyclers can recover or often re-use 95 percent of what otherwise would go into the refuse stream, several times higher than the 18 percent diversion rate at the Smart Station.  

The lawns that covered much of Syntex's 21-acre site and required daily watering are gone, torn up and replaced with drought-tolerant landscaping of mostly native plants and some clump grasses.

"Each year we add a new item,” stated Keith. “We recently added all V-belts from machines, and we compost all kitchen waste." They are shifting away from Styrofoam to a packing material which composts.  In the cafeteria you will find compostable utensils in place of plastic forks, knives and trays.  

Roche gives away tons of research equipment to local colleges and schools as they replace it with newer or larger units, including a recent conversion to new fume hoods in labs. The new hoods regulate the fan speed, dropping it to 30 percent when the glass door is lowered. 

“An annual gathering of employees on the Roche campus has become a giant campout,” he said. “Employees have clean-up days for the entire campus.”

Keith’s personal enthusiasm is infectious, and he said he is continuing to grow and learn new things about how better to live lightly on the earth, even if you're part of a huge institution. 

On Keith’s office wall is a quotation from Henry David Thoreau, who chronicled his simple life at Walden Pond in New England in the 1800s: "A man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can leave alone." Keith finds this 

especially true when he thinks of his three children, ages 14, 20 and 21.  "This is their world," he said. 

