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   Life 
Aquatic 2 Environmental change lays heavily on the global conscience and this has led 

many businesses to promote their “green credentials”. Whether motivations are 

altruistic or merely marketing spin, the result is a sharpening of focus on the 

problem. Few brands within the luxury sector have asserted as much effort as 

IWC in the bid to tackle climate change.

Josh Sims  
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“Sometimes timing is good. Sometimes it’s bad. 

But we were very lucky with this one,” says 

Georges Kern, CEO of IWC Schaffhausen. Indeed, 

when nearly three years ago, his manager for 

Latin America suggested that the watch brand 

sponsor environmental protection work on the 

Galapagos Islands, few then twigged that, by the 

time the deal was in place - a percentage of sales 

of a special edition Galapagos watch, amounting to 

at least $0.5m a year for three years - the islands’ 

most famed visitor, Charles Darwin, would be all 

over the news. 

“You can’t open a paper in Europe without 

something on evolution right now,” says Kern 

- thanks largely to this year being the 200th 

anniversary of Darwin’s birth. 

The Galapagos arrangement has not been IWC’s 

only move towards green thinking. The company 

has positioned itself as the first and only certified 

carbon neutral watch brand, since 2007. Over 

recent years it has invested some Sfr. 45m in the 

design and building of new, low-carbon production 

facilities; it carbon offsets all of its events; it 

sponsors the oceanographic environmental work 

of Jean-Michel Cousteau, the son of the legendary 

diver and founder of the Cousteau Society; it is 

also the official partner of the Plastiki Expedition 

by eco-adventurer, David de Rothschild. Rothschild 

may be little known now perhaps but, when he 

sets sail this July - commemorated with the launch 

of a super tough, special edition ‘Mission Earth’ 

Ingenieur - he is likely to become, as Kern puts it, 

“very, very, very high profile”. 
Located in the South Pacific, 1000 km west of Ecuador, the Galapagos 
archipelago consists of around 70 volcanic islands, of differing ages 
between 3 million and 400,000 years old. 

The unique climate and insular position of the Galapagos Islands 
(situated on a convergence of major ocean currents and straddling 
several tectonic plates) has meant the animals and plants of the 
region have been allowed to evolve independent of their closest 
continental neighbours. The increase of tourism (the population has 
expanded 40-fold in the past 50 years) has led to the introduction, 
intentional or accidental, of migrant species, which is upsetting the 
natural balance. 

The Charles Darwin Foundation (CDF) has carried out research into the 
conservations of the Galapagos ecosystem for almost 50 years.   

Marking the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s birth and 150 
years after the publication of the seminal work On The Origins Of 
Species, IWC have dedicated the Aquatimer Chronograph Edition 
Galapagos Islands to the Charles Darwin Foundation.

Case: 44 mm stainless steel case, coated in a vulcanised rubber.

Movement: Calibre 79320 automatic, with 44-hour power reserve 
and 28,800 vph. 

Aquatimer Chronograph Edition 
Galapagos Islands. Price £4,250.

Galapagos Islands
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Green washing
Certainly the cynic might argue that this adaptability 

to a new consumer mindset is merely so much 

marketing spin, the so-called ‘green-washing’ that 

so many brands now suddenly, suspiciously, feel 

compelled to undergo. Unexpectedly, Kern is the first 

to agree. “I don’t know how truthful much of it is. If 

it is, then fantastic - that’s better for the planet.”

IWC’s challenge, he might add, is convincing watch 

fans that they do care. Indeed, the age of the 

spontaneous purchase has passed, he reckons; 

even the wealthiest consumers do their research. 

More than ever they are aware that, as he puts 

it, “when you wear a watch, you wear a certain 

image”. Investigate these brands’ provenance, 

their pedigree and the product, but also its 

place in the world, and choose accordingly. 

That is why some 80% of IWC watches 

made are now effectively pre-sold to the 

end consumer.

After all, Kern is happy to admit his belief 

that IWC’s soft environmentalism gives 

the brand a competitive advantage, 

that this concern is a marketable point 

of differentiation. Perhaps IWC’s behind-

the-scenes activities offer some defence. 

IWC’s staff, for example, are as much 

part of its green thinking as its more 

public-facing programmes, whether one 

frames them as corporate responsibility or 

brand promotion: the company subsidises 

employees’ public transport costs, for 

example, pays them to drive a car with reduced 

emissions, supports them in the greening  

of their homes. 

Kern himself is a board member of the Climate Group 

in London and involved with the World Economic 

Forum’s Young Global Leaders’ environmental task 

force. Kern also argues that, were IWC to take up its 

Back then plenty of 
people laughed at 
‘the green guys of 
Schaffhausen’  

IWC Adventure Ecology Ingenieur 
Automatic Mission Earth. Price £4,950.

Galapagos Marine Iguana. 
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Plastiki is a 60 ft yacht made entirely from plastic bottles, srPET and recycled 
waste products, which will be crewed by a team of sailors, scientists and 
adventurers on a voyage across the Pacific, from San Francisco to Sydney.

The project has been set up by Adventure Ecology founder and 
environmentalist, David de Rothschild, in a bid to draw global attention to 
volume of waste dumped into the sea, as well as the potentials of recycling.

IWC, who have supported David de Rothschild on previous adventures and 
environmental campaigns, is the official sponsor of the project.

The naming of Plastiki was inspired by the Kon-Tiki expedition of 1947, where 
the Norwegian ethnographer Thor Heyerdahl built and sailed an Inca-like raft 
from Peru to Tuamotus, in French Polynesia.  

The Plastiki team will make a number of stops en route to sites of ecological 
concern and will also steer through the world’s largest oceanic rubbish dump, 
The Great Eastern Pacific Rubbish Patch.

To commemorate the voyage, IWC have created the limited edition Adventure 
Ecology Ingenieur Automatic Mission Earth:

Case: 46 mm diameter, stainless steel, screw-in crown, 12-bar water resistance 
and engraved caseback.

Movement: Calibre 80110 automatic, with a 44-hour power reserve and 
28,800 vph.

Function: Hours, minutes, centre seconds and date, with Pelleton winding 
mechanism and protection against magnetism. 

Anti-clockwise, from above:  
Plastiki yacht.  
Plastiki expedition route.  
David de Rothschild, founder 
of Adventure Ecology.

Plastiki
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causes now, questions would rightly be raised - but, while they are 

now coming to fruition, the company made its first environmental 

commitments over seven years ago, when Kern joined IWC from 

TAG Heuer. 

“And back then plenty of people laughed at ‘the green guys of 

Schaffhausen’,” he says. “Now they’re patting us on the back and 

saying we’re geniuses. Of course, a lot has changed since then 

- the IPCC report, Al Gore’s ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, the volatility 

of oil prices, public pressure - and values have changed. People 

have started to really watch what companies do [in relation to 

the environment] such that many are now trying to jump on the 

train to catch that.”

Under wraps
Yet, perhaps most convincingly, Kern is keen that not too much 

be made of IWC’s green activities - a curious decision for any 

project aimed at giving a brand a reassuring halo. “We’re not 

fundamentalist about it. The projects we’ve chosen are still sexy, 

attractive, different - we want to show beauty because we’re still 

in the luxury industry,” he says. “We’re a business and we still 

have to deliver. But we can do so in a way that is meaningful. 

For me the Cousteau and Galapagos projects are dreams. But I 

don’t think people necessarily see these projects first as being 

the green, more as just interesting. To me it makes more sense 

to support a guy like David de Rothschild than to put a logo on a 

Formula One helmet. We don’t do testimonials.”

In part this is because, Kern concedes, to dally too far down 

the primrose path of environmentalism is to invite a critical 

analysis of a company and its policies that few will come out 

of whiter than white. Although predominantly a sports watch 

manufacturer, working in steel, IWC’s collection does use 

precious metals. And sourcing gold and other precious metals 

with environmental credentials to match the Darwin and Plastiki 

projects is still all but impossible.  

“We can’t save the world but we do need to act as responsibly 

as possible. We can’t be beholden to a corporate way of thinking 

that is always about cost, cost, cost. And I think companies, be 

they in the watch industry or not, that don’t invest in something 

of social worth are going to face problems. And soon, because 

the consumer is attuned to that. Any company has to be a 

corporate citizen now.”  8

Further Information:  www.iwc.com 

We can’t save the world but we do need to act  
as responsibly as possible.
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