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MAW: 10th October.  Panel:  Aligning Capital Markets with the 

SDGs.  From Invisible Hand to Visible Hand 

1. Ladies and Gentlemen, I speak to you today as a representative of 

global business, and in particular finance – but I am sure I speak on 

behalf of us all when I thank the Secretary General for his 

leadership in this area.  

2. I also want to acknowledge the new impetus provided by President 

Thomson in this regard.  

3. I speak as a global citizen and one that knows the power of 

business to do good.  

4. In his great work, The Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776, the 

Scottish economist, Adam Smith, described this in a famous 

metaphor as “the invisible hand”.  

5. Today I want to speak about how we can act, not as an invisible 

hand, but as a visible hand to secure the finance we need to deliver 

the SDGs 

6. Some might ask: why would business do this?  

7. The answer is simple: “enlightened self-interest”.  

8. If business isn’t sustainable then society is at risk.  And if society 

isn’t sustainable then business is at risk.  

9. Not being sustainable represents the mother of all risks; the risk of 

the greatest market failure of all time.  

10. That is why at my company, Aviva, one of our values is to “create 

legacy” or, as I call it, “being a good ancestor”.   

11. Good ancestors make responsible, sustainable choices, and those 

decisions are measured in the long term.   
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12. I’ve spent much of my career in developing and emerging 

economies – and sometimes seen an unacceptable face of 

capitalism.  

13. But, far more often, I have seen business acting as good ancestors, 

liberating hundreds of millions of our fellow citizens from the dark 

prison of poverty, particularly in Asia where I lived for 14 years. 

14. This revolution in prosperity has been called by the President of the 

World Bank as “the best story in the world today”.   

15. Ladies and gentlemen, delivering the SDGs could be another fine 

chapter in that story. 

16. But to write that story we need to have a reality check.  On where 

we are, and what we’ve got to do. 

17. In business, the first thing you need is a vision – and the SDGs are 

that vision.  

18. What we don’t have at present is the scale of finance we need to 

deliver them.   

19. But private finance has that scale.  

20. The question is: how do we access it – and encourage investors to 

act in a spirit of enlightened self interest and invest sustainably?  

21. So sustainable finance is the current buzzword – and rightly so.  

22. I am optimistically realistic about our ability to deliver the 

sustainable finance we need to deliver the SDGs.   

23. But we must sweep away some major obstacles and put in place 

the right incentives if we are to succeed. 

24. Secretary General, I see the UN as playing a critical role as a 

catalyst, convenor and co-ordinator in our great venture. 

25. The UN can play a critical role in driving forward some of the 

eminently achievable reforms I want to advocate today.  

26. I have 4 recommendations: 
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27. One – which is a major obstacle to take away. The short term focus 

of regulation.    

28. Too many regulators have become micro regulators, focusing far 

too much on short term risks.  

29. That means that a company like Aviva, with around $500 billion 

dollars of investment funds, is penalised with high capital charges if 

we make long term investments in, for example, green 

infrastructure.   

30. In many countries we are punished for thinking long term. 

31. Let me illustrate what I mean.  

32. Let’s say I want to make a $100m investment in a 20 year bond 

backing a wind farm.  

33. Canadian regulators for example would make me hold capital of 

$3m.  

34. But to make the same investment under the Solvency II Rules in 

Europe we would need to hold capital of above $10m.   

35. In other words, I need to hold 3 times as much capital to make a 

similar green investment 

36. You get the point.  

37. The good news is that this problem isn’t too hard to solve.  

38. It would be relatively simple to change things like capital ratios to 

encourage investment in more sustainable infrastructure.  

39. Nor would it be difficult for governments to take on risks and 

guarantees, for instance in infrastructure construction – to 

encourage more investors to participate.  

40. And we must keep an eye firmly on the size of the prize - not least 

the $300 trillion of investment capital in global capital markets.  

41. And to help turn on the tap, the UN should and can act as a 

catalyst, convenor and coordinator, as I said earlier.  
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42. Only then can regulation help, not hinder, the cause of sustainable 

finance.  

43. Now my second recommendation. Simple benchmarks and 

corporate league tables, aligned to the SDGs.   [and I am delighted 

by the Secretary General’s endorsement this afternoon.] 

44. The rankings will turn sustainability into a competitive sport - and 

competition in business is a beautiful thing.  

45. If you just put out the data by itself as benchmarks it is not going to 

have the same impact.  Once you make it a competitive sport, 

people get interested.  Companies will want to head the rankings, 

not be at the bottom.   

46. So this is about more than setting benchmarks or standards.  It’s 

about ranking companies. It’s about ranking stock exchanges.  And 

it’s also about making this data public and free.  

47. Now we must deliver.   

48. Turning to my third recommendation: Fiduciary Duty, the guiding 

principle of Boards.  

49. Currently the definition of fiduciary duty, to focus on short term 

profit, gives a free pass to companies and investors to allow them to 

think short-term.  It is an excuse for not investing sustainably and it 

will not change unless the definition changes. 

50. We need a change of definition – either through the UN or perhaps 

an OECD Convention. 

51. Ladies and Gentleman, I have one final call to action – my final 

visible hand, if you like.  It is something I made the case for at the 

General Assembly last year. [and something President Thomson 

referred to] 

52. To make this all work I believe we need a UN resolution to pull it all 

together – an overarching strategy on sustainable finance.  
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53. I fully understand the challenges of securing such a resolution.   

54. I fully understand that it is tempting to think this is territory that 

belongs to finance ministers and central banks – and I applaud their 

focus on the SDGs in their China Communique at the G20.  

55. But my appeal to you is this: we need foreign ministers and the UN 

to provide the momentum to help us achieve the 17 Goals that can 

transform our world.   

56. And that Coalition – UN, member states, business, civil society and 

every one of us as private citizens – can make that transformation 

happen.   

57. Ladies and gentlemen, when we achieve that just think what a 

legacy we can create. 


