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Beyond SDGs:  Can Sustainable, 
Patient Capitalism Jumpstart 
Economic Growth?

ased to a large extent 
on the ideas of World 
Bank Group and OECD 
economic thought lea-

ders, the UN Millennium Deve-
lopment Goals known as ‘MDGs’ 
(2000 – 2015) were established at 
the start of the 21st century to era-
dicate poverty – this chief objective 
being subdivided into eight (par-
tially quantifiable) development 
objectives to be achieved by the 
year 2015. ‘Environmental sustai-
nability’ (goal N°7 out of 8) didn’t 
figure high on the priority list, the 
MDGs being the reflection of tradi-
tional top-down industrial produc-
tivism: the ‘eradication of poverty’ 
mantra itself was actually invented 
by Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte in 
1844 to spread material well-being 
(‘répandre l’aisance’) amongst the 
sprawling European working-class 
and thus ‘dry up the sources of 
ignorance, vice and misery’1.  

German commentators from both 
sides of the aisle (chief among them 
Karl Marx) were generally critical of 
the Frenchman’s unorthodox eco-
nomic views, ‘purporting naively’ 
to break rigid class barriers through 
government-sponsored charity 
(what later became the ‘welfare 
state’): comparing Louis-Napoleon 
to his illustrious uncle Emperor 
Napoleon I, Marx and Engels argued 
cruelly that “history repeats itself, 
the first time as tragedy, then as 
farce”. Tellingly, the same accu-
sations (‘unorthodoxy’, ‘populism’, 
‘excessive centralization’ etc.) were 
later laid at One-Nation Conser-
vatives in Britain and Progressive 
Republican policy makers on the 
other side of the Atlantic: when 
Theodore Roosevelt passed the 
first anti-trust and environmental 
laws in modern history and initia-
ted federal government oversight 
of interstate transportation and 

b

‘Sustainability’ and the ‘eradication of poverty’ have taken center stage in supranational financial 
frameworks meant notably to help the economies of Asia, Latin America and Africa. This is 
certainly a welcome evolution, but it should not supersede or overshadow the paramount need 
for growth-oriented policies in both Northern Hemisphere and developing nations : such a policy 
realignment will only be made possible by massive public investment in modern infrastructure 
assets at federal, state and municipal level, and citizen-investors (pension fund trustees) 
exercising more forcefully their governance role across the boards of companies large and small.

energy infrastructure, he was 
assailed by both ‘liberal’ demo-
crats from the Left and free-market 
Republican purists on Wall Street2. 

PARTIAL SINO-AMERICAN 
POLICY CONVERGENCE 
On many planes, the years 2015 
and 2016 saw long concealed and 
neglected macro-financial realities 
crystalize and come to the fore as 
policy makers finally took the mea-
sure of unresolved economic and 
ecological emergencies, with China 
and the United States taking the 
lead where the European Union and 
the United Nations had been rather 
unsuccessful3, and showing “it was 
possible to bridge the old divide 
between developed and developing 
nations that had stymied global 
progress for so long.”4 The overdue 
(and still tentative) Sino-American 
convergence was further cemented 
at the 2016 G20 Hangzhou Sum-

mit (Sept. 4 & 5 2016): the US joi-
ned China in announcing their rati-
fication of the Paris COP21 Climate 
Agreement and the French govern-
ment announced it would issue the 
first tranche of euro-denominated 
sovereign green bonds in 2017.
The past 18 months also saw the 
drafting and adoption of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals 
or ‘SDGs’ (2016 – 2030) whose 
name itself ostensibly upgrades 
the notion of ‘sustainability’ – but, 
in reality, only constitutes a small 
leap forward as, strictly speaking, 
environmental-related objectives 
are now split and thus diluted 
between four to six sub-objectives 
(N°6, parts of N°7 and N°12, and 
Ns° 13 to 15 out of a total of 17 
goals).5 More worryingly, ‘Work and 
Economic Growth’ and ‘Technolo-
gical Innovation and Infrastructure 
Investment’ joined the priority list at 
N°8 and N°9 respectively, a rather 

M. NICOLAS J. FIRZLI IS 
DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF THE 
WORLD PENSIONS COUNCIL 
(WPC), an international association of 
public and private retirement institutions, 
Co-Chair of the World Pensions & 
Investments Forum (WPiF) and Advisory 
Board Member for the World Bank Global 
Infrastructure Facility (GIF).  
He has worked with public and private 
pension funds, insurance companies, 
social security institutions, government 
agencies (at both federal and state/
municipal levels), trade unions and labor 
organizations in more than 30 different 
jurisdictions in the past 18 years.  
Mr. Firzli is an alumnus of Canada’s 
McGill University (BA Stat./Econ.), the 
Paris Descartes Law School (LL.M.), 
the HEC School of Management (MBA) 
and attended the Doctoral School of 
Economics and Management at Louvain 
University in Belgium. His research relies 
primarily on a multidisciplinary approach 
to asset ownership analysis integrating 
financial theory, fiduciary law and 
development economics.

FOCUS MÉTIERS
AUTEUR          M. NICOLAS J. FIRZLI 

BEYOND SDGS: CAN SUSTAINABLE, PATIENT CAPITALISM JUMPSTART ECONOMIC GROWTH?

OCTOBRE    NOVEMBRE     DECEMBRE 2016    ANALYSE FINANCIÈRE N° 61

REMETTRE L'ISR EN PERSPECTIVE



66

! mediocre ranking which defies eco-
nomic common sense6. 

ECONOMIC FREEDOM 
AND THE SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY OF CEOs 
The neoliberal era (1980 – 2015) 
saw the progressive dismantling of 
the Saint-Simonian-Keynesian order 
and its generous pension and heal-
thcare arrangements for workers 
and employees on both sides of the 
Atlantic. That period was to a large 
extent dominated by the economic 
ideas of Milton Friedman, who 
wrote disparagingly that “When I 
hear businessmen speak eloquently 
about the ‘social responsibilities of 
business in a free-enterprise sys-
tem,’ I am reminded of the wonder-
ful line about the Frenchman who 
discovered at the age of 70 that 
he had been speaking prose all his 
life!” 7 insisting that “If anything is 
certain to destroy our free society, 
to undermine its very foundation, it 
would be a widespread acceptance 
by management of social responsi-
bilities in some sense other than to 
make as much money as possible. 
This is a fundamentally subversive 
doctrine.” 8

For the champion of the Chicago 
School, carbon and water pollution 
was simply an “externality” to be 
ignored by the chief executives of 
emitting companies and by the insti-
tutional investors who owned them, 
not a key “environmental metric” to 
be integrated in the production and/
or investment processes of “self-
interested” private-sector principals 
and agents. But the long-dominant 
Friedman stance is becoming cultu-
rally unacceptable and financially 
costly in the boardrooms of pension 

ging consensus on the need to 
spend more on infrastructure […] 
Wall Street needs a new, socially 
constructive role that goes far 
beyond high-frequency trading and 
peddling toxic assets. As America 
builds the new infrastructure for the 
Age of Sustainable Development, 
Wall Street would also restore its 
role as the financial powerhouse 
behind the world’s most dynamic 
economy.” 10 "
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funds and industrial firms in Europe 
and North America.
More importantly, institutional asset 
owners now seem more eager to 
take to task negligent CEOs: fol-
lowing the steep decline in the 
company’s share price triggered by 
Volkswagen’s diesel emission test-
rigging scandal, more than 1,400 
lawsuits have been lodged in the 
past 12 months at the regional court 
of Lower Saxony where VW is hea-
dquartered, and the carmaker could 
face more than $10 billion in claims 
from US and European pension 
funds and asset managers inves-
ting on their behalf – many of them 
relatively modest German pension 
schemes. 
American lawyers and regula-
tors at both federal and state level 
were instrumental in unveiling 
Volkswagen’s colossal abuse: the 
US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) and the California Air 
Resources Board (ARB) took swift 
action against VW in Sept. 2015 
while EU, German and French regu-
lators ostensibly looked the other 
way… 

BOLDER, BETTER 
BOARDS 
AND INCREASED 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
INVESTMENT 
The neoclassical ‘greed-is-good’ 
approach to management (micro) 
and economic policy (macro) has 
finally failed: we face the end of an 
era without being certain just what 
will come in its place in the future... 
But, clearly, there is a mounting 
demand for CEOs (equity issuers) 
and governments (sovereign bond 
issuers) to be more ‘accountable’, 

an old French–Norman legal term, 
which literally means ‘liable to be 
called to answer questions/make a 
payment’ or, more drastically, ‘liable 
to be brought to reckoning and then 
punished’! 
On Sept. 27 2016, under intense 
pressure from US and Canadian 
pension shareholders, the board 
of Wells Fargo & Co announced it 
would claw back from the bank’s 
CEO bonuses and stock-options 
worth $41 million an suspend his 
salary: an unprecedented gover-
nance verdict, and a sign that things 
will be changing.
As argued by Prof. Jeffrey Sachs 
(Columbia University) in the United 
States and Catherine Howarth 
(ShareAction) in Britain, citizen-
voters and citizen-investors, whose 
pension assets represent by far 
the main source of capital for S&P 
500 and FTSE 100 companies and 
government bonds, have chosen to 
reject the corporatist misconcep-
tions of the past 35 years. No longer 
‘absentee landlords’, their trustees 
have started to exercise more force-
fully their governance prerogatives 
across the boardrooms of Britain, 
Benelux and America: coming toge-
ther through the establishment of 
engaged pressure groups such as 
the Association of Member-Nomi-
nated Pension Trustees (AMNT) in 
the UK in order to ‘shift the [whole 
economic] system towards sustai-
nable investment.’9  
Of course, modern infrastructure 
investment by both public and 
private asset owners will consti-
tute the cornerstone of such a 
systemic shift: “In an era when 
the two major parties agree on 
almost nothing, there is an emer-
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(1) Some of Louis-Napoleon’s ‘Saint-Si-
monian’ beliefs later became popular in 
England amongst Fabian and Keynesian 
economists (and feminist militants!) where 
they were often associated with Comtian 
‘Positivism’: the 1945 – 1980 ‘Post-war 
economic consensus’ saw the triumph of 
these ideas in Britain. 
(2) In his 1910 speech at the Sorbonne 
in Paris, President Theodore Roosevelt 
warned about the excesses of greedy 
‘moneyed interests’ , insisting that free-
market doctrinarism (the ‘doctrinaires of 
an extreme individualism’) shouldn’t be 
allowed to stand in the way of government 
investment in or close supervision of natio-
nal infrastructure assets such as interstate 
(rail) transportation, ‘drainage and water-
supply’.            
(3) Firzli, M. Nicolas, "Climate Change: A 
Renewed Sense of Urgency in Washing-
ton and Beijing." Revue Analyse Financière 
N°56 (2015).
(4) White House. "Statement by the Pre-
sident on the Paris Climate Agreement." 
Whitehouse. gov, December 12 (2015).
(5) cf. UN Sustainable Development 
Knowledge Platform https://sustainablede-
velopment.un.org/sdgs
(6) Firzli, M. Nicolas, "Economic Policy in 
the Post-Neocon Age: A New Middle Way." 
Revue Analyse Financière N°60 (2016). 
(7) Friedman, Milton. "The Social Responsi-
bility of Business is to Increase Its Profits." 
New York (1970): pp. 122-124.
(8) Milton Friedman quoted in Walton, Cla-
rence Cyril. "Ethos and the Executive." 
(1969), p. 126.
(9) ShareAction/ERIN: "Are Investors Doing 
Enough to Shift the system Towards Sustai-
nable Investment?”, RT held June 9 2016 at 
the Heinrich-Böll Foundation, Berlin https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yy6p2luJvfY
(10) Sachs, Jeffrey D., "Sustainable Infras-
tructure After the Automobile Age." Boston 
Globe, Sept. 26 2016.


