
The United Nations Global Goals for Sustainable Development:
INTRODUCING A NEW AGE FOR A MORE SECURE  

AND FULFILLING HUMAN PROSPERITY

A WHITE PAPER AND CALL TO ACTION

BANGKOK, THAILAND

SEPTEMBER 2015



2

INTRODUCTION

The Caux Round Table (CRT), since its founding in 1986 at Mountain House in Caux, Switzerland, has 

always advocated a “moral” capitalism. It is a network of business executives and thought leaders 

from supporting professions. In 1994, the CRT proposed the first set of global ethical principles for best 

business practices. The new global goals for Sustainable Development adopted by the governments 

represented in the General Assembly of the United Nations reflect the ethics of a global “moral” 

capitalism. These global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ratify the ideals of the CRT and  

its supporters.

Thus, the CRT issues the following Call to Action in the form of a White Paper assessing humanity’s 

need for sustainable development and presenting thoughtful reflections on how best to implement  

the SDGs.

While the focus of the CRT is on best business practices seeking to inspire and assist investors, 

owners, and managers in achieving a more “moral” global capitalism, this Call to Action and White 

Paper is addressed to all leaders in business, government, and civil society.

Our White Paper and Call to Action challenges the three sectors of business, government, and civil 

society to assume complex duties of innovation and collaboration for the common good of all.

Capitalism thrives in service to society under conditions of good governance. Thus, the responsibilities 

of business in implementing the SDGs and thereby making global capitalism more “moral” demand 

active business leader engagement with the respective roles of government and civil society. Only 

integrated leadership will achieve sustainable development in the coming decades.

But without business and finance creating sustainable prosperity, government and civil society on their 

own will lack sufficient resources and technologies to achieve the SDGs.

This White Paper and Call to Action incorporates the concerns and reflections of those who kindly 

gave of their time and expertise in 20 round tables in different cities. We are grateful to each of our 

colleagues in this effort and to our partner organizations for their generous support and fellowship in a 

joint ethical undertaking to draw upon many points of view and traditions.

Sustainable Development cannot be achieved without business leadership and effective performance 

in every industry. But business cannot succeed without becoming more sustainable. The CRT Call to 

Action must be heard by all and must be answered with deeds. We each depend on all of you who read 

this to do what is right and just as a personal duty of conscience and imaginative commitment.

Robert MacGregor Tunku Abdul Aziz Ibrahim

Co-Chairs, the Caux Round Table
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I.  
Preamble

It is widely agreed that the world is at a major 

inflection point. We are passing from an age 

of change to a change of age. We face grave 

threats to the health of our planet and all it’s 

socioeconomic, political, and cultural systems. 

Our current course is unsustainable.

But to change course, we need a new mindset 

that replaces the quest for dominance with the 

values of stewardship, especially in business. We 

need to learn to live sustainably.

Our world can not become sustainable unless 

business delivers innovation, technology, 

finance, and leadership for shared prosperity. 

Furthermore, business and finance — in short 

capitalism — cannot succeed in the coming 

age of stewardship responsibilities without 

forging mutually beneficial partnerships with 

governments and civil society.

The Caux Round Table is committed to this cause 

and the task of achieving the proposed sustainable 

development goals. We recognize that the 

proposed 17 global goals to be presented to the 

General Assembly of the United Nations are only 

aspirational statements of desired real outcomes. 

It is vital that practical assessment be made from 

the outset of how they are to be achieved. The 

CRT has therefore already convened a series of 20 

round tables in different cities around the world in 

order to gather insights and concerns about the 

practical implementation of the goals. The Caux 

Round Table is further committed to assisting 

through the years ahead with the process of 

practical assessments that will be needed to 

monitor progress and fulfillments.

II.  
The Necessity for Government, Business, and 

Civil Society to Work Together

Humanity must now choose between the 

relentless pursuit of growth for growth’s sake 

and, alternatively, a new era of stewardship 

and resilient balance. Unrelenting compound 

growth cannot be sustained without eventual 

consumption of our very planet itself. The better 

course must be to wisely use the resources 

of our world sustainably and equitably for the 

greater good of all.

This will require that we step back from the quest 

for mastery over, and exploitation of, others and 

our environment. We must step up to address 

effectively dangerous imbalances brought about 

by the extreme accumulation of wealth, with 

consequent power, by a very few.

New bonds of cooperation, mutuality and 

partnership, must be forged which accord with 

ancient wisdom that humanity’s prosperity must 

be sought in flowing harmony with a natural 

order of people and things. Such collaborative 

stewardship will give us more immunity against 

our self-destructive tendencies.

The proposed United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) provide a pathway 

for achieving this but to so progress, we must 

embrace new paradigms and mindsets as the 

global community comes together to embrace 

its responsibilities.

Governments, business, and civil society 

will need to embrace fully the fact that their 

prospects are interrelated and interdependent. 

None can be a power unto itself — autonomous 
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from considerations of ecological and community 

well-being. And none can subordinate ethical and 

moral values to short-term or parochial interests.

The domains of politics, economics and religion, 

as well as individual and personal commitments, 

must all cohere in new ways if we are to find 

the values and resources needed to forge this 

new Age of Stewardship. For only thus, can 

the founding mission of the United Nations be 

achieved which is to “promote social progress 

and better standards of life in larger freedom.”

The actions needed for us to live sustainably with 

our planet and our neighbors must therefore flow 

first of all from our values and beliefs and our 

moral sense of what is right and fitting.

For the benefit of future generations, we are 

called to be good stewards in governance of 

ourselves, our families, communities, businesses, 

and public trusts.

Governments must rise to the principle that 

“public office is a public trust” and do so in 

harmony with the constructive contributions 

of business and civil society in ways where 

intolerance, tribalism, and fanaticism can have 

no place. This will require a better alignment 

between the policies of elites and the  

common good.

In turn, business must adopt the 

principles and best practices of sound 

stakeholder management.

Government, business, and civil society must 

jointly tackle two urgent global needs:

First creating employment: the providing of work 

— an ethical foundation for human dignity —  

for all people.

The World Bank estimates that some 260 

million young people in emerging markets are 

economically inactive. Unemployment of all age 

groups is a global tragedy. The human cost of 

unemployment is documented with increased 

crime, more depression, family breakups and a 

whole host of human disabilities. When a person 

works in conditions of dignity, that person serves. 

Work can and should give vocation and purpose, 

key drivers of human fulfillment.

Achieving this will require: 

1.  Better financing for needed infrastructure —  

critically needed everywhere — including 

transportation systems, electricity, clean water, 

improved agriculture, etc.

2.  Simplifying government regulations (especially 

for small businesses) to remove impediments 

to job development. Rent seeking privileges 

conferred by government which, on the one 

hand, provide security of employment or 

equivalent social benefits for some but which 

also create barriers to job market entry and 

business formation for others do not always 

further robust sustainable development on the 

widest possible scale.

3.  Responding quickly and positively to 

technological innovations.

4.  Expanding public/private research and teaching 

in science and technology.

5.  Upgrading the status and scale of vocational 

and technical training.
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6.  Addressing discriminatory practices that hold 

back the potential of citizens left behind.

Second, providing a sustainable equilibrium of  

investment liquidity.

Achieving this will require collaboration in 

reformulating the structures of financial 

intermediation to serve sustainable wealth 

creation by providing necessary liquidity for 

job creation and efficient pricing grounded on 

sensible and sound valuations.

III.  
The Irreplaceable Role of Business

Markets, with their supply and demand curves 

setting prices, their incentives for innovation, 

and their satisfaction of needs and wants, 

far out perform governments and non-profits 

in the creation of jobs and wealth. Without 

business, poverty will never be eliminated from 

our communities.

Without a robust private sector, free to create 

wealth, both governments and non-profits will 

fall short in funding their aspirations to do good. 

Both tax receipts and charitable donations will 

be disappointingly insufficient. There can be 

no sustainable development of wealth without 

sustainable financial investment.

The business sector most in need of new 

stewardship norms is finance — banking, 

investments, intermediation and trading, liquidity 

management, and asset accumulation.

Sadly, imbalances in the market economy are 

holding businesses back from optimizing their 

contributions to sustainable development, and 

are thus compromising our future.

Such failures include:   

 - “short-termism”;  

 - the relentless and ultimately  

  unsustainable pursuit of compound  

  growth for growth sake; 

 - misaligned incentives (in executive pay); 

 - the growth of shadow, even fictitious, 

  markets and the resulting distortion and  

  corruption of the real markets; and 

 - failure to properly recognize, value and  

  account for the full spectrum of both ‘on  

  the balance sheet’ and ‘off the balance  

  sheet’ risks and opportunities.

Altogether, this has resulted in chronically 

high levels of debt, unemployment, income 

inequality and environmental degradation. Even 

Adam Smith recognized that free markets do 

not automatically deliver effective mechanisms 

of good governance and accountability. Put 

simply, free markets by and in themselves do 

not always serve the common good, nor prevent 

corrupt behavior.

However, the response to these challenges 

must not be to jettison the modern market 

economy itself, but to transform practices and 

re-institutionalize the principles that underpin 

the unique strengths of markets. In short, wise 

stewardship, and good governance, together with 

concern for the common good need to be core 

principles for a robust market economy.

 The Principles for Responsible Business, 

originally written by the CRT, take account of 

diverse religious and cultural traditions, and 

provide a comprehensive set of such principles.

While in the last 20 years, the rise of civil society 

and the movement for good governance and 
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corporate social responsibility has helped to 

realize some progress toward ensuring a more 

sustainable market system, much more is 

necessary — and time is of the essence.

Meanwhile, the fundamental challenges for 

business and sustainable development are 

compounded by:

•  The lack of trust in democratic politics and 

market capitalism.

•  Demographic shifts including aging, 

urbanization and trans-migration.

• Climate change and resource scarcity.

• Growing inequalities in income and wealth, and

• Increases in radicalism and terrorism. 

To advance the Sustainable Development Goals, 

businesses need to embrace the full spectrum of 

broader stakeholder, societal, and environmental 

risks and the value drivers that can fundamentally 

improve their financial performance.

IV.  
Practical Steps for the Road Ahead

A. Better Leadership

There is a lack of far-sighted and courageous 

leaders in both public and private institutions, 

which diminishes humanity’s social capital 

and inhibits the reforms required to safeguard 

sustainable individual and collective well-being. 

This cannot be allowed to continue, for while 

the social capital provided by good leaders is 

intangible and qualitative it is a vital form of 

infrastructure needed to move governments, 

businesses, and people away from the goal of 

domination towards sustainable stewardship.

B. Better Education and Promotion of a 

Culture of Stewardship

Sound learning, moderation, reasonableness 

and integrity are vital for grounding the personal 

tolerance, wisdom and insight which alone 

can ground a secure resilience that is able to 

withstand the risks in our uncertain and ever 

changing world.

A spirit of mindfulness and balance that eschews 

material excess and what is ill-considered and 

spiritually rash, describes an ideal of conduct 

and personal integration that can commend 

itself around the world. This can offer a model for 

individual human development that can enable 

full and creative lives to be lived out in the true 

freedom and dignity that comes with the capacity 

to make discerning choices and the fulfillment of 

our human vocation.

This approach points also to the fundamental 

importance of education and knowledge on the 

one hand, and of morality and virtue on the other. 

Our core values and ethical awareness are even 

more central to our prosperity than is technical 

proficiency. Forming and treasuring human capital 

in ways that include all this must be the proper 

foundation for a sustainable future.

This will entail recognition of the conviction, so 

widespread around the world, that religions and 

faith ground our values and drive our compliance 

with them. The mere fact of this belief in the 

role of religious and faith traditions means that 

their capacity for positive reinforcement of ethics 

and stewardship commitments must be taken 

seriously and must be actively employed. Failure 

to do so can only impair the effectiveness of our 
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work within the world we experience.

C. Better Business

Business leaders need to change from being 

managers of ‘short-term self-interested 

capitalism’ into stewards of ‘long-term shared-

value capitalism’.

Business is an office of responsibility; it is a 

way of serving society. Profit is its reward for 

serving society well. Ethical business requires 

stewardship of enterprises for all stakeholders 

— customers, employees, owners, creditors, 

suppliers, communities, as well as the natural 

environment, which sustains us all.

Ethical business is aware of its daily dependence 

on many forms of capital — not only financial but 

also human, social, governmental, reputational, 

and natural. Such businesses protect and grow 

their stocks of these capitals. In so doing, they 

become stewards for the future, putting in place 

the necessary inputs for future well-being, both 

material and aspirational.

Business conducted in the spirit of stewardship 

will provide economic development sustainably.

The needed transformation to robust sustainability  

implies many practical challenges to which the 

wider business community will need to respond. 

Without this, the clock will continue to tick towards 

the next global crisis and threaten the achievement 

of the sustainable development goals.

Business itself is well placed to undertake many 

of the required reforms though some will require 

policy, legislative, or regulatory interventions for 

the successful rebalancing of global capitalism.

To assist in this transition and rebalancing, the 

following practical reform agenda is suggested:

1.  Affirming the stakeholder and societal 

obligations and duties of corporations in 

corporate law perhaps by including formal 

stewardship obligations in corporate 

governance requirements (The UK Corporate 

Law reforms provide one such model).

2.  Strengthening regulation, monitoring, and 

supervision of markets.

3.  Countering short-termism and rewarding long-

term value enhancing investment by curtailing 

quarterly reporting of nominal earnings, providing 

tax incentives or subsidies for long-term holding 

of securities and/or imposing disincentives for 

short-term speculative holding of securities.

4.  Board Directors and CEOs making a 

personal commitment to support sustainable 

development. (To this end, the CRT has 

developed a model personal pledge for CEOs 

and Board members to take. See Annex 1)

5.  Mandating ethics and sustainability training 

for Directors, CEOs and senior executives 

through the efforts of business schools, 

chambers of commerce, and institutes of 

company directors.

6.  Further clarifying directors’ duties in corporate 

law to counter the widespread but misguided 

belief that shareholder value has dominion over 

the purposes of corporate activity.

7.  Developing improved accounting rules and 

practices that properly recognize stakeholder 

relationships and other intangibles as assets 

and liabilities of the firm.

8.  Realigning executive incentives to ensure that 
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they promote long-term value creation and 

protect against the agency problem of  

self-interest.

9.  Creating a values-based annual reporting 

program for corporations, which details 

contributions to and performance against 

standards of wise stewardship and the SDGs.

D. Better Government

Government’s principal function in promoting 

sustainable development is to secure fidelity to 

the Rule of Law. An organic, holistic dynamic 

of sustainable development will fall prey to 

temptations of dominion and exploitation unless 

the Rule of Law is well founded in culture and 

upheld in political institutions. Good governance 

under the Rule of Law is a human right.

Law, as a human right, can then be used without 

oppression and abuse, on the one hand, to limit 

unsustainable behaviors and encourage on the 

other social, political and economic resilience. 

Government’s second principal role in fostering a 

society of sustainability is to facilitate discussion 

and dialogue leading to key performance 

objectives for public agencies and private firms 

and individuals. Goals and targets are very helpful 

motivators for focused efforts and so draw forth 

higher levels of action and performance.

In addition, with respect to business and market 

responsive activities, advocacy of best practices 

by firms and industry associations will accelerate 

adoption of business decisions compatible with 

sustainable development objectives.
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V. Conclusion

The Caux Round Table
September 2015

An appropriate mindset, conducive to the pursuit 

of virtue in the coming Age of Stewardship and 

Resilience is one of moderation.

Such a mindset not only embodies concern for 

others, but also provides a viable approach to 

prudent risk management that balances suitably 

the risks and returns of all our intentional efforts 

to create a better future for all.

The appropriate mindset for an Age of 

Stewardship must inculcate trust. Both 

institutions and we ourselves must become  

more trustworthy. For without trust, governance 

risks becoming the crass exercise of power and 

markets and private enterprises of all kinds  

will not flourish fully.

Sustainable Development is a critical global 

agenda as we enter a change of age. The United 

Nations global goals for sustainable development 

deserve implementation and the support of 

all persons, firms, and governments. These 

goals will encourage and cause us to be better 

stewards of our planet and our shared destiny. 

But, on-going mechanisms that provide for 

effective assessment of implementation and 

fulfillment will be vital to ensuring the ultimate 

success of the SDGs.
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THE ENLIGHTENED WAY
BUSINESS LEADERS’ COMMITMENT: 
A Personal Pledge to Seek Sustainable Development

As a Board Director or Chief Executive, I recognize that:

•  companies will not be able to deliver acceptable levels of profitability into the future unless the 
societies and environments within which they operate are sustainable; and

•  we, as business and community leaders, therefore need to step forward, in word and deed, 
to ensure that our companies fully embrace their broader responsibilities to society and to 
sustainable development.

I freely and willingly make the following pledges:

PLEDGE 1 —   ASSUMING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
I accept that:

•  the activities of my company, and the decisions I take, directly affect the well-being, resilience and 
sustainability of the communities where we operate, now and in the future; and 

•  responsible and ethical business practices are, without question, necessary components of any fair 
and well-functioning society and are the principal drivers of sustainable development.

I therefore accept a duty to lead my company in:

•  contributing to society’s well-being through the wealth and employment my company creates, and 
the products and services it provides; 

•  balancing the financial interests of our business and shareholders with the aspirations of other 
stakeholders for shared prosperity and sustainable development; and

•  promoting peaceful and inclusive societies and supporting access to justice for all through effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.

PLEDGE 2 — CONTRIBUTING TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
I accept that:

•  business cannot be sufficiently profitable in societies that lack sustainable development; 

•  climate change and environmental risk is real and must be factored into investment and 
development decisions; and

•  future generations have a right to inherit a viable world and to enjoy rising standards of living.

I therefore accept a duty to lead my company in:

•  promoting inclusive and non-discriminatory employment and respect for human rights; 

•  adopting best practice environmental management in minimizing the company’s environmental 
footprint and impacts, including the prudent and sustainable use of scarce natural resources while 
supporting sustainable consumption and production;

•  aligning compensation and incentive structures with long-term sustainable performance; 

•  fostering innovation;

•  ensuring that our business activities support - and do not detract from — all efforts to eradicate 
poverty, end hunger, ensure equitable educational opportunities, and reduce inequality;

• contributing to public policy development towards sustainable development.

ANNEX 1
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PLEDGE 3 — BUILDING TRUST IN BUSINESS
I accept that:

•  some business behaviors, although legal, can nevertheless have adverse consequences for 
communities and hence sustainable development;

•  while business laws and regulations are essential, they are insufficient guides for responsible  
and sustainable business and market conduct; and

•  my company must recognize the full social and environmental costs of its business operations  
and minimize the extent to which they are charged to society.

I therefore accept a duty to lead my company in:

•  operating ethically in adhering to both the spirit and intent behind the law, rather than simply 
complying with the strict letter of the law;

• always acting with candor, honesty and fairness; and

•  supporting, upholding and practicing good corporate governance and responsible stewardship  
while fostering a culture of ethics within the enterprise.

PLEDGE 4 — AVOIDING ILLICIT ACTIVITIES
I accept that:

•  bribery and corruption not only damage the governance and sustainability of corporations, 
they seriously degrade efforts to achieve higher levels of economic growth, social justice, and 
environmental well-being; and

•  collective or unilateral action that abuses market power or dominance, or engages in anti- 
competitive activities, is equally damaging to overall social welfare and economic growth and hence 
sustainable development.

I therefore accept a duty to lead my company in:

•  ensuring that my company does not participate in, or condone, bribery or corrupt payments and 
practices such as financial crimes, anti-competitive actions or other illicit activities; and

•  supporting anti-bribery and anti-corruption laws and measures including enhancing the awareness  

of the problems of corruption and bribery.

I will remain accountable to society for my actions in support of 
sustainable development and for upholding these pledges.

Signed:  ____________________________________________________________

Name:  ____________________________________________________________

Position:   ____________________________________________________________

Company: ____________________________________________________________

Date:   ____________________________________________________________




