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The Mission: 

Nine billion people living well within 
the resource limits of the planet by 2050

As winner of our prestigious Green Company of the Year Award for 2010, Sompo Japan 
Insurance has been at the forefront of several green initiatives. Here, Mr Masao Seki, 
Associate Director, Chief CSR Officer, Sompo Japan Insurance, fills us in on climate change developments, 
giving us information on the 1992 Rio Declaration and says that the insurance industry has a big role to play 
in this mission. And that this role is best played through partnerships among  private and public organisations, 
business enterprises, consumers and local communities.  

Sustainable development was defined in the 1992 Rio 
Declaration as “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs”.
To translate the Rio concept into a simple mission, the 

World Business Council for Sustainable Development has 
laid out this vision: “In 2050, some 9 billion people live 
well, and within the limits of the planet.” The “Vision 
2050” report was fully debated at the recent annual WBCSD 
meeting in Shanghai. The report envisions the features of a 
society in 2050 and backtracks to what must be done today, 
offering policy recommendations through this “backcast-
ing” approach.

Sustainability in urban infrastructures a big issue
We should realise that 2050 is by no means a distant future. 
For instance, there is an indisputable trend of people mov-
ing to live in cities, and it is said the current global urban 
population of 3 billion will double by 2050. 

In Asia, the development of urban infrastructures in the 
expanding economies has become a big issue in terms of 
sustainability. Whether it is energy supply, mobility, energy 
conservation in buildings, the anticipated greying of the 
population, or the prevention of disasters due to increasing 
natural calamities, we must consider all possible factors of 
change and use our ingenuity to develop low-carbon cities 
of the future.

Most of the urban infrastructure to be built over the 
next 10 years will probably be in use by 2050. If so, 
now is the time for corporations to participate 
in infrastructure projects and work right 
from the planning stage, because how 
to draw up a blueprint is key to suc-
cess in developing a sustainable city.

Insurance can play an 
important role
While city planning is a good exam-
ple, what is important is the ability 
to adopt a systematic approach. The 
reason is: while we value innovation 
in individual fields, we need skills to 
integrate component technologies. Also, 
the role of public and private finance is 
critical to promote investment for major 
social transformational undertakings. 

Obviously, the role of insurance is as important as fi-
nance in this transition to a sustainable society. After all, 
the development and use of innovative technologies involve 
risks, and it is vital to hedge risks. Just like the demand 
for other businesses, the times of change spawn a new 
need for insurance, which will make insurance business 
increasingly important.

In short, insurance companies have a role to play to 
cope with changes during the transition to a sustainable 
society and they should speed up changes in their capacity 
as solution provider. From a “business as usual” outlook 
to the age of innovation – such a massive transformation 
obviously provides huge opportunities for business. There 
will always be winners and losers in times of change. This 
is no exception for the insurance business.

Facilitating the transition to low-carbon and 
inclusive society
Insurance companies can contribute to the transition to a 
low-carbon and inclusive society by bringing the strength 
of their unique business into play.

To start with, risk solution is indispensable to promote 
the development and deployment of new low-carbon 
technologies. In other words, an insurer can contribute to 
the transition to a low-carbon society by providing risk-
hedging and incentive for all phases of work, from R&D 
to application.

Also, as humanity faces growing threats from 
climate change and other calamities, the United 

Nations has advocated a concept of “hu-
man security.” The argument is that rather 
than fostering expectations of “develop-
ment,” the world should focus more 
on efforts to support the foundation 
of livelihood of the vulnerable sector of 
the population exposed to “downswing 
risks.” 

Here, an insurer can contribute by 
providing solution with the use of new 
industry tools such as micro-insurance. 
The contribution of the insurance indus-
try is not limited to the offer of insurance 
products. Through its risk management 
skills and its know-how to promote pre-
ventive measures, the insurance industry 
can help individuals and the society by 
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raising their adaptive ability to cope with natural disasters 
and other threats, and thus lower social costs.

Insurers should help raise public awareness on 
climate change adaptation
An insurance company can, therefore, become a significant 
player in promoting sustainable development from the 
perspective of realising a low-carbon and inclusive society. 
In particular, its role of helping society adapt to climate 
change should deserve more public attention than it has 
drawn so far. 

As we know, there are two important approaches to cope 
with climate change, “mitigation” to curb global warm-
ing and “adaptation” to cope with the already prominent 
adverse effects of a changing climate. Compared with 
mitigation efforts to reduce the emission of CO2, public 
interest on adaptation lags far behind. The insurance busi-
ness should, therefore, devote more efforts to raise the 
public awareness on the adaptive approach to cope with 
climate change.

Engage in sustainable development as a financial 
institution
There is one more area where an insurance 
company can become a player: to engage 
in sustainable development through 
its capacity as a financial institution. 
This is already a tangible global trend. 

In Asia, the number of Sustain-
able and Responsible Investment 
funds has increased by 70% in 
the past two years. In Japan, 
the Committee of Experts on 
the Environment and Finance 
under the Ministry of the Envi-
ronment’s Central Environment 
Council has begun drafting the 
“Guiding Principles on Responsible Invest- m e n t ” 
for Japanese financial institutions, including insurers. 

In this regard, as Asian insurance companies, we should 
get ourselves more actively involved in global initiatives 
such as the Principles for Responsible Investment of UNEP 
Finance Initiative. We should also participate more actively 
in the Carbon Disclosure Project to promote the disclosure 
of information on corporate climate change strategies.

Sompo Japan works to provide solutions
After setting up a global environmental office in 1992, 
Sompo Japan has fully taken advantage of the unique 
position of a general insurance company in its capacity to 
provide “adaptation” and “mitigation” solutions. 

We have developed a series of finance and insurance 
products to promote the transition to a low-carbon soci-
ety and launched products and services to increase the 
resilience of communities to natural disasters. Also, as a 
pioneer of SRI in Japan, we have made efforts to increase 
investment in SRI funds in Japan we first developed more 
than 10 years ago.

More recently, as part of our climate change strategy, we 
developed and launched a weather index insurance scheme 
in northern Thailand to alleviate the livelihood of local 
farmers and a package insurance product in India targeted 
at farmers to help improve and stabilise their livelihoods.

Partnership enables us to scale up
There are, however, impediments to promote insurance 
products in such developing countries. For instance, a pre-
requisite to develop insurance schemes to cope with natural 
disasters is that there must be a comprehensive weather 
database. Unfortunately, many developing countries do not 
have a database that is reliable enough. 

Also, many people in developing countries are not 
familiar with the concept of insurance and marketing of 
insurance involves the education of both insurance sellers 
and insurance users. Furthermore, with regard to risk trans-
ference, if the risks of natural disasters become colossal in 
the future, the insurance industry must ensure it has the 
adequate capacity to accept them.

To overcome these hurdles, it is vital for us to form 
partnerships with various players, from governments to 
civil organisations. 

In our case, in developing the weather index insurance 
in Thailand, we borrowed the expertise of the Thai Bank 
for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives in develop-
ing a marketing scheme and conducting education among 
farmers. Also, the Japan Bank for International Cooperation 
gave us valuable help by providing us with the necessary 

market research information on Thailand and introducing 
us to Thai experts in various fields.

In order for us to further scale up the 
project, it would be necessary to seek more 
extensive partnerships. In insurance busi-
ness, we excel in the speed of building the 
necessary business framework and devel-
oping products that tailor to consumer 
needs. On the other hand, in preparation 

for future large-scale natural disasters, it is 
vital to ensure our financial viability through the 

backing of public funds and other public financial 
resources. Thus, a hybrid approach of new public-private 

partnership is definitely necessary as we scale up insurance 
business related to climate change.

Promote and foster such partnerships
In order to promote such partnerships, one effective way 
is to share the innovative practices and learn from these 
experiences. 

The U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change has 
set up an Adaptation Private Sector Initiative to catalyse 
the involvement of the diverse private sectors in climate 
change issues, listing up what the initiative considers as 
good adaptive practices. So far, the work of Allianz Group, 
Munich Reinsurance and Sompo Japan is included there. 

We may say it will be increasingly important for insur-
ance companies to learn from the good practices of various 
industries to foster cross-industry and cross-sector partner-
ships. To realise a sustainable, low-carbon and inclusive 
society by 2050, an insurer has a big role to play through 
its core business. 

And the key to success – that is to say, whether an insur-
ance company can fully bring its potential to play – depends 
on whether an insurance company can, through active 
engagement, properly set up an effective multi-stakeholder 
partnership involving international organisations, govern-
ments, civil societies, business enterprises, consumers and 
local communities.




