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Abstract
There’s no doubt that there has been tremendous increase in pressure on businesses, from primary
stakeholders such as investors, shareholders, customers, governments, and general stakeholders such as
NGOs to build more sustainability into the supply chains that are used to deliver goods and services to
customers. This pressure comes from the fact that the planet and societies in it are face increasing risks
and threats to their long-term existence. Implementing an effective supply chain sustainability strategy
is therefore a key part of business sustainability in general and should be given adequate focus by any
Business that puts true value to its contribution to society.
Whereas previously there was a debate as to the responsibility of Business in addressing the global risks
that humanity faces, it has in more recent years become clear that non-state actors such as Business will
play a pivotal role in addressing these risks and the case for a sustainable approach to business is no
longer just the notion of philanthropy but a societal responsibility that pays returns in the long run and
ensure that Business meets its primary purpose.
This paper, and the accompanying presentation at the conference summarizes the risks that we face as
humanity, points to the contribution that Business needs to make to help alleviate such risks, and calls
for action by demonstrating the possibility and practical ways of doing it using one African company’s
example.
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Global Risks – The Signs Are Accelerating
There’s no doubt that we live in risky times. Each year the World Economic Forum through its extensive
network of business, government, civil society and thought leaders identifies the biggest global risks,
and those mostly likely to happen over a 10-year timeframe.
This year (2018), the World Economic Forum has once again identified the top risks and categorized
them into Economic, Geopolitical, Environmental, Societal and Technological respectively. Within this
categorization, the overall top ten risks facing humanity are as shown below:
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Fig 1: Top 10 world risks in 2018
(Source: The Global Risks Report 2018, 13th Edition. Published by the World Economic Forum)

The one concerning trend among most of these risks when compared to the previous years, is that not
only are the risks becoming worse in probability and impact, but the pace of worsening of these risks,
more particularly environmental risks, is accelerating, and there’s probability to reach a point at which
the human capacity to act on the risks and reverse their impact could be diminished in relation to the
scale of the risks. What this means in summary, is that unless we seek for and implement solutions as a
matter of urgency, we are moving towards a self-destruct state of the earth.
It is evident that nearly all risks that we pose to ourselves are caused by our actions, we the people of
the earth, but it is also clear that we can, acting in concert, stem the impacts of our actions and in many
cases change the course of these risks.
The causes and impacts of the most significant areas of concern can be summarized as follows and it
shows that in fact majority of the risks have a nexus in the actions of collective society.
Risks (as Identified by the World
Economic Forum)
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Fig 2: Top 10 World Risks Classified by Causes
Summarized by Francis Murabula, based on The Global Risks Report 2015-2018 (World Economic Forum),
and open sources.
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Sustainability: Whose Job Is It?
The world is a large place, with and extreme complexity of systems that control human decisions and
actions such as governments, trading blocs, civil society, private businesses, religious identities and
personal beliefs. This complexity has led to a big challenge in the past where it was difficult to mobilize
concerted understanding and action towards addressing these world risks. But there’s hope and the
significant progress, with global climate change initiatives implemented by countries starting to bear
fruit as concerted efforts to address some of the biggest risks facing the world is mobilized. Perhaps the
greatest of such efforts is The Paris Agreement which puts together an action framework and
commitments from various countries to limit the impact of global warming to within limits which, though
still unsafe, may help humanity to adjust and cope; the target being a maximum rise in global
temperatures of +2°C above the pre-industrial levels.
Studies show that even with the Paris Agreement, the world is well on the way to exceeding this limit
even if all the countries that are party to the Agreement met their targets, an unlikely outcome despite
the commitments, especially considering that in June 2017, the USA which contributes over 15% of the
global greenhouse gas emissions, announced an intention to withdraw from the Paris Agreement. This
gap between the ideal target and what may realistically be expected as an outcome is known as the Paris
Gap. Even though there’s theoretical possibility of closing part of the gap if the countries make additional
commitments, it is unlikely that many countries will make significant additional voluntary commitments
before the period 2025 when such additional commitments are required. However at the pace climate
change is moving, such a long wait for actions that may not in any case happen is too risky a bet for the
planet. Action is needed now.
The good news is that studies show that non-state actions, especially by private sector (Business) can
bridge this gap. Indeed private sector investments in bridging this gap hold the key to maintaining the
long-term limits. Business is the one of the largest contributors to climate impacts and also has the
largest capacity to influence the course of the risks in this area.
As the world population becomes increasingly younger, more and more investors and customers are
becoming younger and these younger customers and investors are now actively interested in
organisations and brands that have a sustainability agenda and demonstrate responsible business
practices.
According to a study from Morgan Stanley, millennials believe that their investments can help to address
world problems such as alleviating extreme poverty and positively influencing climate change, with over
86% of those survey indicating interest in the subject compared to 75% for the rest of the population.
As reported by the Huffington Post, consumer-driven initiatives have already created a movement that
has inspired over 710 institutions across 76 countries -- representing well over US$5.5 trillion in assets
under management -- to divest from fossil fuels. These kind of non-state actors’ actions have proved
impactful and given hope to a future where we can again secure a hold on the trends of world’s risks
relating to climate change.
Overall therefore, the world’s risks are not insurmountable, but they require concerted, consistent and
strong actions from both state and non-state actors. The United Nations has developed a key framework
for action through the Sustainable Development Goals, providing an enabling thought framework for
those who want to launch and accelerate their actions in a balanced way. In addition to state actions,
Business needs to take sustainability as part of its purpose, its job.
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SDGs: A Framework for Action
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a collection of 17 global goals set by the United
Nations. The broad goals are interrelated though each has its own targets to achieve. The total number
of targets is 169. The SDGs cover a broad range of social and economic development issues, and are
primarily aimed at addressing the sustainability of the planet earth and the societies in it.

Fig 3: The Sustainable Development Goals
Source: The United Nations, accessed at https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs

The SDGs provide a comprehensive framework for action which if effectively applied by all stakeholders
(state as well as non-state actors) will help to alleviate the risks that we face as humanity and improve the
quality of life.
The involvement of businesses in designing the goals was borne out of the realization that governments
alone cannot change the world, as markets become increasingly global and have greater impacts on our
daily lives.

The Business of Business
To what extent is business responsible for sustainability?
One view that has been widely debated and contrasted against the ruling trend is that of Milton
Friedman “There is one and only one social responsibility of business — to use it resources and engage in
activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say,
engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud.” -Milton Friedman, New York Times
Magazine, September 1970.
This view is constantly challenged in light of the human response to threats that we face as humanity.
Whereas the profit motive is a primary motive for businesses, sustainability is an even greater motive
because long-term sustenance of investments is a key part of business and why they do what they do.
That is why businesses are adopting the wider philosophy of sustainability, beyond the corporate social
responsibility definition that has been in use for a long time.
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What Is Sustainability?
Sustainable development is defined by the Brundtland Commission in the UN document “Our Common
Future” as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs”. Sustainability is a holistic approach that considers
ecological, social and economic dimensions, recognizing that all must be considered together to find
lasting prosperity. It is about providing growth and development in a more sustainable and equitable
way for generations to come. Sustainability allows business to re-focus their purpose, and to pursue
such purpose in a deliberately balanced way.
The purpose of business is first and foremost to serve society. It is not possible to have a strong and
functioning business in a world of increasing inequality, poverty and accelerated climate change.
Sustainability presents a new economic model for businesses. It is the opportunity to place people and
the planet, alongside profit as a way to create long-term success.
Studies shows that businesses that have survived macro-economic shocks, political upheaval and
heightened consumer backlash, and outperform their peers are those businesses that place global
values over mere profit value. These are businesses that take an ecosystem- wide and longer term view
about their role in society, including responsibility for managing their environmental and social impacts.
And this is not about merely doing philanthropy, doing good or being responsible, it is about making
longer term business decisions and building a business strategy that addresses both positive and
negative externalities. These are business that embrace sustainability. The body of knowledge around
this topic has matured and it is indeed clear that sustainability has benefits for business, such as the
following:
1. Operational Efficiency. Benefits include cost savings derived from limiting waste of natural
resources such as energy and water, to reduction in packaging and fuel.
2. Brand Reputation. Attracting customers and investors who care about a company's
environmental footprint and sustainability orientation.
3. Risk mitigation. By limiting the use of scarce natural resources, business can enhance their
sustainability for the long term
4. Tax incentives. Some governments offer a range of financial incentives for undertaking
environmentally-responsible activities, including investment in renewable energy sources.
5. Employee retention. Working for a bigger cause excites employees leading to better retention
and a higher ability to attract top talent.

Anchoring Sustainability in the SDGs: The Case of Safaricom PLC
A business may want to embrace sustainability but perhaps not have a clear reference how to do.
Indeed it is the lack of a “how-to” that will leave many business with shallow schemes. However
businesses that have taken a holistic approach based on SDGs end up with more impactful outcomes.
We look at the case of Safaricom PLC.
Safaricom (www.safaricom.co.ke) is one of the companies in Africa that has started on the sustainability
journey by anchoring the sustainability agenda in the SDGs framework.

Page 5|9

To understand the drive for their initiative, it is necessary to examine some quotes from the CEO, Bob
Colymore:
“As a business, we recognize that we cannot be successful when society around is failing”.
“Our goal of transforming lives is the nexus at which our commitment to sustainability and our
commitment to commercial success meet. We do not see these as separate objectives, but as two
sides of the same coin”.
“We cannot continue to transform lives if we are not commercially sustainable and, equally, we are
unlikely to be able to transform lives in a meaningful, lasting manner if we focus solely on profits and
dividends”.
For Safaricom, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), otherwise known as the Global Goals, are a
universal call for the private sector, businesses, to join hands with the government and the NGO sector
to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity. The call to
action for the private sector is not one about giving money or writing cheques. It is about using business
solutions, technologies, products and services to solve global challenges. And it is about responsible and
sustainable business practices.
Safaricom’s SDG Strategy
Safaricom’s stated vision and purpose is “Transforming Lives”, while their strategy rests on three pillars:
Customer First, Relevant Products and Excellence in Operations.
The Company took the following development path to their Sustainability strategy built on the SDGs
framework.

Fig 4: The path Safaricom took to develop its SDG and Sustainability Strategy.
Source: Safaricom PLC.
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Fig 5: Safaricom SDG Strategy with 9 SDGs And How They Relate to the
Business Strategy. Source : Safaricom PLC.

Driving Action
Safaricom rolled it’s SDGs strategy, anchored on the identified 9 SDGs, through all it’s functions with
each Division of the Business taking on relavant SDGs and being responsible to deliver specific plans and
activities. For example the Supply Chain Department took the lead to deliver the following SDGs
SDG
SDG 8 : Decent Work and Economic
Growth
SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities
SDG 12: Responsible Consumption
and Production
SDG 16 : Peace, Justice and Strong
Institutions

Sample actions taken
Promote the payment of at least a living wage by all suppliers. Sectors
such security guarding services.
Promote women-owned business by actively seeking to allocate them
business where there are competent.
Defining and implementing an integrated waste management
framework to reduce, re-use package and recycle waste in all it’s
forms.
Actvitively promoting high ethics standards within the supplier
community and eansuring that all it’s suppliers sign up to the UN
Global Compact.

Fig 6 : Examples of SDGs implemented by Safaricom and the Actions Taken
Source: Safaricom PLC

Achievements and Successes So Far (But The Journey Continues)
By adopting sustainability anchored in SDGs Safaricom has been able to achieve the following even at
this early stage:



Reduced the usage of fossil fuels and costs in the process
Anchored it’s innovation in new areas in Agriculture, Health and Education
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Relative reduction in usage of electricity and water
Social good by creating partnerships that have an impact far greater than it could create on it’s
own
Increased staff engagement
Created a greater level of investor confidence and interest in the company

The Safaricom case shows that it is indeed practical for business align their sustainability strategy with
the SDGs such that there’s no conflict and the goals help the business to redefine a greater purpose for
it’s existence, and help in alleviation of some the world’s problems and risks. It is a perfect combination.
A new model of doing business that will lead to a more sustainabe planet.

A Call To Action: We The People
It is clear that for us to address the world’s risks and challenges, all the people who can, should take action
at their level and within their capacity to make a contribution to alleviating not only the top risks of the
world but indeed all the challenges for which the Sustainable Development Goals are aimed at addressing.
A concerted effort of individuals, state actors and non-state actors is essential to enable the world make
progress, and for us to secure the world for future generations. They yardstick for all, especially Business
and state actors would be whether we have done enough within our capacity. As the United Nations says,
it is up to We The People, all of us.

Conclusion
The risks faced by the planet and societies and ecosystems in it are numerous, but they can be mitigated
by concerted effort. This paper has attempted to emphasize the role, the need and the feasibility for
action from Business as a key actor, perhaps only second to state, but the responsibility for action
stretches beyond the topics covered in the paper. Nevertheless it is clear that the time for Business to
take decisive action is now and that the impact of organized action would be far-reaching on the path to
global sustainability, and moreover the SDG framework provides an accelerator for strategy
development and actions.
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