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SDG 6 AND INVESTING 
IN OUR INDUSTRY
By Thierry Noel

Around 2007, the term "impact investing" 
emerged to describe investments incorporating a 
commitment to measure social and environmental 
performance, as well as financial performance. 
Impact investing grew quickly from around US$50 
billion in assets in 2009 to more than $500 billion 
today, a tenfold increase. Impact investments 
occur across all asset classes (Equity, Bonds, 
Venture, Infrastructure, Ownership, etc.) and 
investment amounts. 

The Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI), 
initiated by the United Nations in 2006, are now 
signed by more than 2 000 investors representing 
over $80bn of assets under management. The CEO 
of BlackRock (the largest asset manager globally 
and a proponent of long-term investment) 
explained in his annual letter to shareholders 
that to grow in the long-run, a company needs to 
produce financial results and also demonstrate 
how it is positively contributing to society. 

The 193 member states of the UN adopted 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
169 targets in September 2015. With such an 
ambitious agenda set by the global community, it 
is now accepted that countries, NGOs, companies 
and investors all need to work together. 

But why should investors care? 

At a macro-level, investors holding diversified 
portfolios will be exposed to the global challenges 
that SDGs represent and the corresponding 
macro-financial risks. But it also represents a 
major opportunity, as achieving SDGs will be a 
key driver of global economic growth, which is the 
ultimate source of financial return. 

At the micro-level, very specific regulatory, ethical 
and operational risks will have material impact 
on companies and industries – but they will 
also create opportunities for companies moving 
towards more sustainable practices to create 

value. It also true that the ultimate beneficiaries 
(individuals, pension funds, insurance companies, 
etc.) demand, more and more, that the interest of 
future generations be taken into account. 

Investors are also now convinced that it is 
good for business. A study by MIT Sloan 
Management Review shows that $1 invested 
in high sustainability companies in 1992 was 
worth $23 by 2010, whereas low sustainability 
would have given a return of just $15. Ninety-four 
percent of millennials want to work in a sector or 
a company that has a positive impact. A survey by 
ShareAction to 52 institutional investors globally 
found that:

• 95% of respondents plan to engage in invested 
companies about issues covered by the SDGs.

• 84% will allocate capital to investments 
supporting the SDGs.

• 89% will support regulatory reforms that 
promote the SDGs. 

• 78% of citizens were more likely to buy goods 
and services from a company that signed up to 
the SDGs. 

We have the privilege to work in the water industry, 
where we have been cleaning water, providing 
access, ensuring sanitation and protecting the 
environment for a long time – even before the 
term of sustainability was coined in the 1980s.  
Investing in our industry is impact investing, 
because each company, asset or dollar in this 
industry contributes to making water cleaner for 
people or for the environment. We have our own 
SDG # 6, even if we contribute to many of the 
other SDGs. 

For SDG6 alone, it is estimated that $1.5 trillion will 
be needed by 2030. Some even suggest that the 
main role of public money injected in the water 
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and sanitation sector should be mostly focused 
on making projects sufficiently attractive and 
safe for bankable projects and long term returns 
beyond supporting the enabling environment 
and service providers. 

As SDGs become clear indicators of a company’s 
and industry’s performance for investors, it would 

be interesting to measure the impact of desalination 
and reuse on SDGs and each associated target. And 
who knows, measuring this may actually enhance 
the image of our industry, attract new capital 
flows, bring longer-term investors and originate 
procurement processes that are price and SDG 
impact driven. 

In closing this article, 
should I dare to ask 
our president and 
friend, Miguel Angel 
Sanz, if one of IDA’s 
roles could be to 
measure the impact of 
the desalination and 
reuse industry and 
demonstrate what a 
huge positive impact 
our members have on 
the SDGs?
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