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When Paul Polman took the helm of Unilever in 2009,
financial analysts were sceptical of his sustainability
efforts. He made unconventional moves that seemed
heretical to some investors accustomed to a focus on
short-term profits. He required suppliers to develop
plans to eliminate deforestation from their supply
chains, and acquired companies known for their
eco-friendly branding. Ten years later, global experts
ranked the British-Dutch consumer products company
No. 1 for sustainability leadership. Although no longer
at Unilever, Polman continues his sustainability
efforts through IMAGINE, a social venture whose mission is unleashing business to achieve our Global Goals.
‘The business community has to step up, obviously.’
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‘It is the greener
direction that will
be to the benefit
of most people’
Is there a future in Europe for the current system of capitalism, in your
opinion? ‘To be honest, I have always avoided any discussion regarding
the semantics of the word ‘capitalism’ because, in itself, that word does
not mean anything. It has become crystal clear, however, that our planet
is subservient to the growth of capitalism. It has become evident that
there is no such thing as unlimited growth on a finite planet. I do believe
that we have slowly but surely started to grasp this reality and that,
during this period of pandemic, we have discovered that an unhealthy
planet actually threatens the health of us, human beings. There is a real
and urgent need for change. We also need to remind ourselves that prior
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– at that very
time we had the
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issues. Instead,
we spent huge
amounts of
money on saving
the banks and
we failed to deal
with the underlying problems’
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to the coronavirus pandemic, the ‘system’ was not working either. The
economic models we have been using to base our policy decisions on for
the past decades were seriously flawed. According to these models, to
achieve full gender equality will take us 257 years, the global temperature
will continue to rise to well above three degrees, and the income and
wealth gap will continue to widen in every single country in the world.

that is the area on which we would need to focus. The European Green
Deal in which the EU countries agreed to earmark 30 percent of the EU’s
total expenditure for green investments, is obviously a first step in that
direction.’

The most important thing, in my opinion, would be to decide on: what
would morally be the right thing to do? It all comes down to ensuring
that our lives in this world are firmly grounded on the basic principles of
dignity and respect, of equal rights and opportunities, and of inclusion.
Those elements are the glue that holds society together. Unfortunately,
by not addressing or protecting that glue, we have seen unfairness creep
into the system that eventually translated into a weakening of the social
cohesion and that is the main problem that we need to address.’
Do you think the coronavirus pandemic has created momentum to
address these big issues? ‘Looking back at the financial crisis of ten,
twelve years ago – at that very time we had the opportunity to address
these issues. Instead, we spent huge amounts of money on saving the
banks and we failed to deal with the underlying problems. Ordinary
people’s problems were regarded as insignificant, or that is how it
seemed, in comparison to the problems of the big banks and money
lenders which were threatened with bankruptcy. They were too big to
fail. People were too small to matter. After we had seemingly overcome
this crisis, the disparity between rich and poor continued to grow as
did the average global temperature.
When a critical mass of people feel excluded from society and feel as if
they are not participating, then ultimately the system will rebel against
itself. This started happening all over the world. It encouraged nationalism, xenophobia and populism. A destructive phenomenon. Simultaneously, the importance of social media was on the rise which led to
an even bigger polarisation. It is quite evident therefore, that if we want
to address these crises – not only the current pandemic, but the more
existential crises such as unemployment, income inequality, climate
change, political polarisation, all of those that are eroding the pillars
of capitalism or of democracy – we need to bend the curve. We have an
enormous opportunity right now to do just that. We have currently spent
13 trillion dollars worldwide on saving lives from the coronavirus. And
we really have seen that correction in our economic system.
What we would need to ensure now is that the money we spend will
support the redesigning of the global economy, building back greener
instead of building back browner. And the main motivation to realize
this in the smartest possible way would originate, once more, from
social cohesion. Which implies job-creation. Due to Covid-19, around
500 million jobs were destroyed worldwide, 115 million people fell back
into poverty. Studies show that a ‘green’ economy also creates jobs and
that would also result in a better return on our investment. Therefore,

21

What would this mean for businesses? What would you want to see
in the business community? ‘The business community has to step up,
obviously. I think the Covid pandemic has shown us a few things. People
who were already disadvantaged in society are now paying a disproportionately high price. Take women, for instance, they are 1.8 times more
susceptible to unemployment than men in these Covid times. I do think
there is a growing awareness within the business community of the
injustice within their own companies, and these companies are increasingly being held responsible for it. The profitability and success of the
long-term multistakeholder business model that we use in Unilever is
being recognized and respected among a growing community of entrepreneurs and businesses.
The first lesson we learned during the coronavirus pandemic is that
companies that ran on ESG 1 investments were doing better financially.
That is the reason you see the financial markets moving in that direction
now. More money has flown into ESG funds than into any other type of
funds. An increasing number of companies, especially the ones that are
successful, focus on a good cause or at least, include a good cause or a
non-commercial purpose in their core values. They are beginning to see
the bigger picture, an insight that may, at times, outweigh the interests
of their shareholders.
These companies are moving from shareholder primacy to societal
primacy. What I call moving from a CSR, a company with Corporate Social
Responsibility to an RSC: a Responsible Social Cooperation. We also notice
that a whole new level of ambition seems to be emerging, especially
among young people who seriously want change. And governments
are joining in. In the past twelve months alone, eight out of every ten
governments worldwide have made very significant climate agreements
and commitments to reach net zero emission by 2050. The financial
markets follow this tendency, as do the company employees. Many
companies are under enormous pressure from their own employees
to change. I think the ‘good’ companies in this world have realised
that they have to adapt their business models and include purpose and
sustainability in their core values. To work towards the long-term multistakeholder models. That requires a different kind of leadership.’
You are the co-founder of the social venture IMAGINE. That has been
a central theme during the past year: imagining what comes after the
pandemic. Are you positive about the future? ‘I once found myself sitting
on a panel with bishop Desmond Tutu and someone asked him whether
he considered himself to be an optimist or a pessimist and his answer
was: I am a prisoner of hope. I think what most of us have today, is an increasing sense of hope. What we have seen during the pandemic, is that

1 | Environmental, Social,
and Corporate Governance
(ESG) refers to the three
central factors in measuring
the sustainability and
societal impact of an
investment in a company
or business.

‘What we have
seen during the
pandemic, is
that while the
world economy
ground to a halt,
humanity was
given a pause
and the opportunity to be able to
reflect on major
questions’

‘We need to
create a more
inclusive economic system and
transform the
financial markets
to longer-term
yields. They need
to be subservient
to the real economies instead
of the other way
around’

Paul Polman lanceert
Unilever Project in Rwanda,
2017
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while the world economy ground to a halt, humanity was given a pause
and the opportunity to be able to reflect on major questions. For instance: what makes us human beings function? And: how do we want the
world to keep functioning for future generations? More people are now
aware that we are all connected but there is also an increasing awareness
that biodiversity, human health, climate change, social inequality, are all
interconnected as well.
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Kerry, a great friend of mine, was appointed the US Special Envoy for
Climate. He and his team are actively working with us on coordinating
the Paris Climate Change Agreements and encouraging other countries
to set higher ambitions. Therefore, I think the stars are now aligned. We
need to start delivering concrete results and that would also include the
private sector, by the way.’
You sound optimistic, which is nice. At the same time, there is quite
some opposition to this point of view. How should one counteract
those sentiments and what should we do to convince climate sceptics?
‘First of all, in terms of climate change, we have moved past that station.
Eight out of nine countries have now made clear commitments. You see
industries moving, fossil fuel prices have gone up, so if you are still a climate sceptic, you are missing the point. The world is in transition. Tesla
is now more in market cap than all the car companies combined together, and industries are increasingly pushing themselves to prepare for the
future. In every transition there are winners and losers. And obviously
there is some resistance. If you have always worked in a coal mine and
the mine is going to close down, you are not going to be happy. It does
not mean that you are ‘in favour’ or ‘against’ coal, it only means that you
are protecting livelihoods which corresponds with everyone’s first basic
instinct. If only we would spend a little more time taking care of people
when these major shifts happen.

The issue is not anymore about which direction we would need to take,
I think it is well understood that we need to de-carbonize our global
economies and transform into more circular generative economies. We
need to create a more inclusive economic system and transform the
financial markets to longer-term yields. They need to be subservient to
the real economies instead of the other way around. The challenge right
now is to make people understand the urgency with which we should
move forward.
We only have a small window of time to take action, and this would need
to take place between 2020 and 2030. It is easy to make a commitment
for 2050 and say: we need to be net zero in 2050. Let us bring reality
closer to home and pledge: between now and the year 2030, total emissions of CO2 will be half of what it is today. This would imply concrete
commitments. The US are now obviously changing. These days we have
more of a global cohesion than we have seen in a long time. The world
wants multilateralism to work again. Last week the EU signed an agreement with the US on agricultural quotas within the WTO framework. John

What we now see is a major shift, a technological shift, an economic
overall re-design shift, that we have never witnessed before. The speed
of this technological revolution has an impact on the world comparable
to the impact of the industrial revolution. During the process, we must
spend much more time in looking after the interests of those people
who are left behind as a result of these changes.’
Would you say that this process is similar to the process of globalization
or, closer to home, to the process of European integration?
‘International trade has been a great liberator and enabler of lifting
enormous amounts of people out of poverty. But we failed to protect the
people who lost their livelihood because of that. Populism has its roots
in the failure to address these basic issues of inequality. It is very simple
to blame foreigners who are in your country. And it is also quite simple
to blame trade agreements which your country concluded with other
countries. This attitude is quite similar to the Trump strategy, or the
attitude voiced by a number of populists in countries in Eastern Europe.
And not surprisingly, we also see some of these elements in Dutch politics as well.
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If you consider the UK, which has left the European Union: by now its
people have discovered the actual implications of Brexit. They had taken
the benefits of being part of the EU for granted. If your basic needs are
satisfied, you do not question them. When I am in this room, I do not
question having enough oxygen to breathe, because I have more than
enough of it. But when the oxygen is taken away, then all of a sudden
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revolution has
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of these changes’
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you value it. We do not value those things which are overabundant to us.
The freedom we have in Europe, the absence of wars, the ability to travel
and work across countries. I am certainly one of its beneficiaries. All of
us take all of that for granted. And unfortunately, when it is taken away,
you become aware of what you lack. Too late. The UK economy is the
worst performing economy in all of Europe; unemployment is going up.
The UK is starting to discover what the benefits of being a member of the
European Union actually meant. We need to have more courage in sharing the vision of the EU, its benefits, and we need to move forward on
several issues that need to be addressed. Thank heaven we have a European Union! Certainly, for someone who grew up after WOII like myself,
I am a big proponent of togetherness here. I think it has served us well.’
To return to the subject of the power of markets, how would you define,
criticise the liberal approach to capitalism, dominant in the current
system? ‘First of all, after the fall of the Soviet Union, we had an enormous wave of liberalism, with China openly transitioning towards a
more market-based economy. To a certain extent, globalisation has
allowed us to lift a huge number of people out of poverty. Over the past
four to five decades, we have managed to pull more people out of poverty
than at any other time in history. Open markets and free trades have
been a main incentive for that. But as I said previously, we were blind to
its darker sides. Starting August 22 2020, we have spent more financial
resources than the world can pay back. We are actually stealing from future generations. Our growth model has given us climate change beyond
acceptable limits, over the past decades 68 percent of the world’s flora
and fauna species have disappeared. We still have half of the world’s
population living on less than 5 dollar a day. More than 2 billion people
have no access to basic sanitation. I am strongly in favour of a liberalisation of markets and economies, they have brought us very far, but at
the same time we have failed to design and implement a sustainable
economic system.
What we now need to do is to finetune that and spend far more time
and attention on how to do that. Countries as well as regions need to be
much more involved and need to step up. In Europe we have seen the
Green Deal, the Biodiversity, the Farm to Fork, the Circular Package, these
strategies are all meant to adjust the pre-spirit of global liberalism. They
go together very well. That is the direction we need to move in. That is
what we call building back better. It is the greener direction that will be to
the benefit of most people.’ 1
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Als een partij iets wil doen aan ‘marktmacht’, is
het goed om te leren van het verleden. Geïnspireerd door neoliberaal denken, poogde D66 in de
paarse kabinetten ‘Nederland kartelparadijs’ in
de jaren negentig open te breken met een nieuwe
mededingingswet, deregulering, privatisering en
betere wetgeving. Concurrentie als wapen tegen
marktmacht. Inmiddels weten we dat de architecten van het marktwerkingsbeleid naïef waren
over de maakbaarheid van de markt. Het debat
over de woningnood kan een keerpunt zijn.
Door Naomi Woltring

Marktmacht
& de maakbare
markt

In marktwerking
kun je niet wonen
In zijn beroemde boek Capitalism and Freedom stelt Milton
Friedman dat competitief kapitalisme een voorwaarde is voor politieke vrijheid. Hoe groter de sfeer van de markt, hoe groter de sfeer waar
keuzes gemaakt kunnen worden zonder politieke dwang en zonder dat
een minderheid in het gedrang komt. ‘Unanimiteit zonder conformiteit’
noemde hij dat. En hoewel hij erkende dat machtsconcentraties op de
markt ook vrijheid konden ondermijnen, achtte hij de risico’s daarvan
minder groot dan een overheid die dat soort machtsconcentraties wilde
voorkomen of bestrijden.
Friedman is natuurlijk de bekendste neoliberaal van allemaal. Neoliberalisme is de ideologie die uitgaat van persoonlijke vrijheid die het beste
bereikt kan worden door de markt zo groot mogelijk te maken en concurrentie te stimuleren. De overheid heeft hierbij als taak de markt mogelijk
te maken. Bovendien moet de overheid zo veel mogelijk ‘marktconform’
beleid voeren. Afhankelijkheid van de verzorgingsstaat moet zo veel
mogelijk worden beperkt, bijvoorbeeld door het stimuleren van eigen
woningbezit.

Neoliberalisme
is de ideologie
die uitgaat van
persoonlijke
vrijheid die het
beste bereikt
kan worden
door de markt
zo groot mogelijk te maken
en concurrentie
te stimuleren

