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At a time when carbon emissions are at an all-time high and climate 
change is a real threat, Plettenberg Bay-based Rhian Berning has made 

it her mission to encourage both businesses and consumers to make 
a difference to their ecological footprint – one click at a time – through her 

web-based ethical directory, Eco Atlas. 

W O R D S  M E L I S S A  R E I T Z   P H O T O G R A P H  G L E N N  M U R R A Y

Operating as a search engine, 
Eco Atlas empowers 
consumers to make ethical 
choices by providing 

a platform from which businesses 
that follow sustainable practices 
either economically, socially or 
environmentally can be showcased. 
With simple symbols, the site allows 
consumers to easily fi nd and choose 
products, places or services that 
meet their expectations, whether it’s 
recycling, serving sustainable fi sh or 
empowering their staff. Any business 
in the country can be listed as long as 
it meets at least one of the Eco Choice 
criteria, which include earth, people 
and animal friendly practices.  

“As a consumer, I want to enjoy what 
I choose to eat or drink in a restaurant 
with a clear conscience, knowing, for 
example, that the bottle I am drinking 
from will be recycled,” says Rhian.

It was wanting to be able to make 
informed choices, as well as supporting 
and exposing businesses that are trying 
be aware of their sustainability, that 
inspired her to develop Eco Atlas.

With an urgent need to be aware of our 
impact on Earth, this website is a fi rst of 
its kind and has been endorsed by Fair 
Trade in Tourism South Africa as well 
as the Sustainable Tourism Partnership 
Programme (STPP). 

Since its launch in December 2012, its 
unique and honest marketing approach 
has attracted names such as Sabi Sabi 
Private Game Reserve and Cape Town’s 
well-known Vineyard Hotel.

“There is a growing consciousness in 

this country of people wanting to do the 
right thing, but often they don’t know 
how to and that is where Eco Atlas 
comes in,” says Rhian. “I want this site 
to be a tool that is used nationally to 
empower consumers by stepping away 
from ‘greenwashing’ and providing 
real choices that one can easily attain.”

To do this, Rhian is employing 
consumers to act as watchdogs by 
encouraging them to write reviews on 
the products or services they have used.

“Like the successful website 
TripAdviser, which is review based, 
I am using the power of the consumer to 
check that the standards and practices of 
the featured business are as they claim to 
be. If I receive a complaint, I will follow 
up and revise that page accordingly.” 

Eco Atlas has not been Rhian’s 
fi rst attempt to create environmental 
awareness. Having obtained her degree 
in Environmental Science at UCT and 
a diploma in teaching, she co-found 
a Cape Town based NGO, SEED 
(Schools Environmental Education 
and Development), which teaches 
children in townships to grow food 
and live sustainably. She created her 
own business, Nature Network, which 
provides extra-curricular environmental 
education at primary school level.

Having returned to her hometown of 
Plettenberg Bay with her husband to raise 
their children, Rhian says: “If anything 
is going to change in our world, children 
need to be encouraged to have a positive 
relationship with their environment 
because then there will be a desire to 
look after it. If love for the natural world 

is nurtured in a child, I believe whatever 
decisions they make later on in life will 
always be based on that love and respect.” 

Rhian says her yearning to heal the 
world comes from the way she was 
raised on a farm in the Garden Route. 
“I was taught by my parents to stop and 
enjoy the small things in life, like a pair 
of yellow and black beetles sitting on 
a fl ower.”

Living in the age of information, 
ignorance is no longer an excuse and 
it has become imperative that we 
acknowledge these pressing issues. 
By providing a platform for ecological 
awareness to be showcased, Eco 
Atlas creates a positive motivation for 
businesses and consumers not only to 
be “green”, but also to be sustainable 
through economic and social 
empowerment.

Encouraged by the positive response 
she has received nationally, Rhian says: 
“It excites me to hear all the good news 
stories from around the country and 
to know that there are so many people 
who are trying to walk their ethical talk.”

With no foreseen limitations to its 
growth potential, it seems Eco Atlas is 
set for success. “I would like to see Eco 
Atlas become an all-inclusive database 
for businesses in South Africa and 
hopefully internationally. I want it to 
be a hub for both big centres and small 
towns that empowers the consumer 
and gives recognition to those who are 
trying to make a difference.”   

www.ecoatlas.co.za
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