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Foreword by Lance Kawaguchi,  
Global Head – Corporates, Global  
Liquidity and Cash Management

There are many ways in which corporate treasurers can positively 
influence the sustainability goals of their firms – in particular by 

focusing on environmental, social and governance (ESG) objectives. 
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important to remember that ESG is an opportunity for 
the organisation to innovate, grow, and improve risk 
management. What’s more, treasurers are not alone 
in their ESG e� orts – they can call on the support of a 
banking partner that has made its own commitments to 
sustainable business practices. 

Throughout our 153-year history, HSBC has worked 
hard to meet our obligations to society and to help its 
customers and communities to thrive. Our sustainability 
approach focuses on three main areas: sustainable 
fi nance, sustainable networks and entrepreneurship; and 
future skills.

As a bank, we have committed to provide $100bn of 
sustainable fi nancing and investment by 2025. And within 
our Global Liquidity and Cash Management business, we 
are helping treasurers as they work to meet and exceed 
their organisations’ sustainability goals. Digitisation, 
automation, and cloud-based computing are just some of 
the areas where we can help you to make a 
positive di� erence. 

Going forward, we will continue to work together with 
you, our corporate clients, to build creative solutions that 
contribute towards your company’s growth goals and 
ESG objectives in tandem. I look forward to having these 
discussions with you.    

Foreword by
Lance Kawaguchi
Global Head – Corporates, Global 
Liquidity and Cash Management, 
HSBC

 As the sustainability 
conversation gains in 
popularity across the globe, 
every part of a corporation 
– including treasury – is
now expected to contribute
to and help advance the
organisation’s overall
environmental, social and
governance (ESG) strategy.

Moreover, as sustainable financing becomes 
increasingly available, treasury departments are 
finding that they have a bigger part to play in helping 
to drive the sustainability agenda. But treasury’s role 
in ESG is by no means limited to financing.

As we explore in this supplement, there are many 
ways in which corporate treasurers can positively 
influence the sustainability goals of their firms – in 
particular by focusing on environmental, social and 
governance objectives. 

Recent technological advances and the move away 
from paper-based processes towards digitisation, for 
example, are enabling treasurers to become more 
environmentally friendly. Meanwhile, treasurers can 
look after the ‘social’ element of their business 
ecosystem through initiatives such as supply chain 
finance, as well as employee wellbeing initiatives

And while treasurers already play a signifi cant role 
in governance, as more ESG-related regulations and 
standards are issued, and society’s expectations of 
good corporate citizenship evolve, treasurers will 
find their involvement in governance increasing. 

While this may seem like an additional burden 
on an already under-resourced department, it is 
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ESG is now widely recognised as an opportunity to 
innovate, add value, improve risk management, and 
contribute to long-term growth. The importance that 
C-level executives is placing on ESG refl ects this 
evolving outlook.

Research from the Boston College Centre for Corporate 
Citizenship (BCCCC) found that, compared to fi ve years 
ago, nearly 75% more companies are now directing 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) from the C-Suite1. 
This sends a very clear message about the growing need 
for corporate organisations to think and act responsibly.

Momentum is growing
One powerful driver of the C-suite’s focus on ESG is 
the issuance of global standards and agreements in 
this space. Since the UN issued its 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 and the Paris Climate 
Agreement was negotiated in December 2015, many 
large corporations have started to make a stand on ESG. 
And at HSBC, the SDGs set the context for our long-term 
ambition, aligning our values, conduct and 
business activity2.

In addition, legal and regulatory initiatives, such as the 
UK Gender Gap reporting guidance, are contributing to 
a growing focus on being a responsible company. At 
HSBC, we are confi dent in our approach to pay and if we 

The Rise of ESG: 
Business Drivers and 
Treasury Imperatives

More and more treasurers are 
getting involved in environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) 
initiatives. Not only fi nancing 
them but also embedding them 
into treasury processes and 
spearheading departmental 
sustainability projects. 
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identify any pay di�erences between men and women in 
similar roles, which cannot be explained by reasons such 
as performance/behaviour rating or experience, we make 
appropriate adjustments3.

A new generation 
Away from standards and regulations, demographics 
and shifting societal expectations are also driving the 
ESG agenda.  Increasing numbers of millennials (Gen Y) 
and centennials (Gen Z) are coming into the workforce, 
bringing with them an expectation that their employers 
should act responsibly. 

What’s more, as customers, the Gen Y and Gen Z cohorts 
often favour companies that support responsible causes 
and embrace ethical working practices. With this in mind, 
it could be argued that many companies need to rethink 
the way they do business, and their role in the world 
around them, to continue on a growth path.

There have been numerous high-profile instances of such 
strategic ‘rethinks’ in recent years. Procter & Gamble, 
for example, famously sold o� its most profitable brand, 
Pringles, in order to demonstrate its commitment to 
tackling obesity. This is highly relevant for treasurers, since 
significant changes in business strategies will naturally 
impact revenues and supply chains, so relate directly back 
to treasury.

Moreover, corporates may wish to pay closer attention to 
the buying behaviours of Gen Y and Gen Z since they are 
the next generations of investors.

Treasury’s involvement 
Building ESG into treasury activities is also an essential 
part of a robust future-proofing process. It’s about 
understanding how to adapt to the changing operating 
environment, and supporting the company’s growth 
ambitions, whilst positively contributing to social and 
environmental change.

There are many ways in which treasurers can get involved 
in ESG. For example, they have the power to evaluate their 
bank counterparties and select partners and products 
based on specific criteria, including Environmental, Social 
and Governance (ESG) credentials, that have the potential 
to positively impact the growth of the organisation over 
the longer term. Treasurers can also embark on their own 
ESG projects, as outlined on page 14 of this supplement. 

In addition, there is a cash and liquidity management 
link to ESG. Key aspects of the treasurer’s role, such as 
how the company’s operations are financed, and where 
any excess cash is invested, can have a significant 
impact on the corporate’s reputation – either positive or 
negative depending on the situation. At the same time, 
reputational factors can reduce or increase the availability 
of bank credit, as well as impacting cash flows. Clearly, 
then, there is a strong link between ESG, the external 
perception of the organisation, and fundamental treasury 
responsibilities.

ESG becomes business as usual 
Against this backdrop, it is no surprise that treasury 
functions are becoming increasingly involved with their 
company’s ESG e�orts in a hands-on way. In fact, forward-
thinking treasurers are now embedding ESG into their 
daily processes, rather than seeing it as a standalone 
initiative. 

This trend only looks set to continue as the positive 
outcomes of ESG programmes receive wider recognition, 
and as corporates and banks work together to build 
creative solutions that speak to the company’s growth 
goals and ESG objectives – in an integrated way.  

Notes
1 https://www.globalgiving.org/learn/2018-csr-trends/
2  https://www.hsbc.com/our-approach/measuring-our-impact -  

April 2018 update
3  https://www.hsbc.com/-/media/hsbc-com/our.../uk-gender-pay-

gapmarch-2018.pdf
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Technology has positive and 
negative e�ects on wellbeing: 

Environmental, Social 
and Governance: 
The Bigger Picture

55%

78%

67%

91%

84%

of global consumers expect businesses 
to operate responsibly to address social 
and environmental issues. 

of consumers seek out responsible 
products wherever possible.1

of UK businesses say wellbeing is 
on the agenda of senior leaders.

of the world’s top companies (G250) now 
include corporate responsibility information 
in their annual financial reports.

of G250 companies now disclose 
targets to cut their carbon emissions. 3

of the G250 connect 
their corporate 
responsibility reporting 
to the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals 
(SDGs). 2

43%

The United Nations SDGs are:

GOALS                   TARGETS

 to be achieved by 2030

+17 169

75%

87%

What HSBC is doing
HSBC was the 1st corporate 
to issue an SDG bond in 
benchmark size.

Source 100% of 
our electricity from 
renewable sources 
by 2030, with an 
interim target of 
90% by 2025.

We have committed to provide 
$100bn of sustainable  
financing and investment  
by 2025.

We have 
reduced our 
CO2 emissions 
by 41% since 
2011. 5

Notes
1-3.   https://assets.kpmg.com/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2017/10/kpmg-survey-of-corporate-responsibility-reporting-2017.pdf
4.  https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/health-well-being-work
5.  Source: April 2018 ESG update

of organisations say the 
main benefit is flexible 
working – but... 

say technology a�ects 
people’s ability to switch o� 
out of work hours. 4

Sustainable 
finance 

Sustainable 
networks and 
entrepreneurship

Future skills

1

2

3

Our sustainability 
approach focuses 
on 3 main areas:



Sustainability in Treasury:   
A View Beyond Financing

There have historically been questions around whether 
or not treasuries can actively contribute towards their 
companies’ sustainability objectives. However, in an age 
where sustainable financing has become more readily 
available, treasuries now have a seat at the table and 
are more engaged in helping to drive the sustainability 
agenda for their firms. As Lance Kawaguchi, Managing 
Director, Global Head - Corporates, Global Liquidity and 
Cash Management at HSBC explains, there are several 
other areas that corporate treasurers can focus on in 
today’s environment to influence their sustainability goals 
positively.

In less than twenty years corporate ethics have risen 
dramatically from something that a handful of large 

corporates did under the environmental, social and 
governance mantra in a relatively low key manner, to 
a more comprehensive sustainability approach that is 
a frequent discussion topic in numerous boardrooms 
globally. KPMG’s most recent Survey of Corporate 
Responsibility Reporting1 underlines this point by 
revealing that formal reporting of CR performance among 
the G2502 has risen from 37% of companies in 1999 
to 93% in 2017. In a survey commissioned by HSBC, 
East and Partners found that three-quarters of European 
investors judge companies on their Environmental, Social 
and Governance (ESG) credentials. This increased investor 
focus has led board members to identify the di�erent 
types of sustainability measures the various parts of the 
business can take, and treasury is no exception.

7
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and that Microsoft’s Azure Compute had 92-98% lower 
annual carbon emissions.

All these innovations can be facilitated with the assistance 
of a banking partner that has not only made its own 
sustainability commitment to digitisation and the 
environment5, but that also has extensive global in-house 
expertise in these various areas. An additional incentive 
is that other parties, such as tech vendors and clearing 
system providers, are also aligned and ready to facilitate 
this digital transition.

Social 
Treasury’s influence on the corporate ecosystem 
can also be used to support the social element of 
sustainability goals. An important concept here is the 
social performance of members of the corporate supply 
chain. This has become increasingly relevant for business 
reasons too, as large corporations are now keenly aware 
of the potential knock-on reputational and commercial 
damage to themselves of a supplier or customer that 
has poor ecological or working practices. One approach 
adopted by some leading treasuries is to apply a 
minimum ESG requirement for customers/suppliers 
before onboarding a new relationship. While Know Your 
Customer (KYC) has traditionally been seen by many 
treasuries as an issue for banks, a growing number are 
beginning to see the value of using a KYC approach when 
applying ESG requirements to their own counterparties.

New tools to facilitate this due diligence process 
are already becoming available. The US Natural 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and China’s 
Institute of Public & Environmental A�airs (IPE) have 
launched an IPE Green Supply Chain Map, which links 
leading multinational corporations to their suppliers’ 
environmental performance. Using publicly available data 
from the Chinese government, the database and map 
o�er real-time data and historical trends in air pollution 
emissions and wastewater discharge for almost 15,000 
major industrial facilities in China, as well as access to 
environmental supervision records for over half a  
million more6.

Another way in which treasury can send the right social 
message is in deploying funding initiatives for smaller 
suppliers. These could range from providing supply 
chain finance, to o�ering early settlement terms to 
suppliers below a certain size, and even perhaps to 
prepayments for raw materials. While DSO/DPO remain 
core treasury targets, settlement initiatives for this supplier 
demographic can deliver an appreciable ESG benefit for a 
modest working capital cost.

So what can treasury do? 
These and numerous other examples of the rise of an 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) approach 
to capital management suggest that this is a trend that 
will persist and extend into smaller corporates as well 
(the KPMG report revealed a similar CR reporting growth 
trajectory among N100 companies to that of G250 
corporates3.) In this sustainability-positive environment, 
every part of a corporation - including treasury - is 
expected to help advance the corporation’s strategic 
sustainability aims. But what practical ESG steps can 
treasury actually take?

Aligned with the investor approach, the opportunities 
open to treasuries today can be divided into three  
broad categories:

• Environmental 
• Social 
• Governance

The reasons why treasury can now play a more 
active role are varied, but include dynamics such as 
technological innovation, the rising importance of 
workplace wellbeing and an increasingly fluid regulatory 
environment.

Environmental 
Recent advances in technology mean that treasuries 
now have numerous opportunities for making a positive 
environmental contribution to their corporations’ 
sustainability strategy.

Digitisation is no longer blue-sky thinking, but a 
practical reality. By adopting electronic transaction 
processing, treasuries can drastically reduce the amount 
of paper used by both their own corporation, as well 
as their corporation’s counterparties. In addition to a 
potential reduction in water pollution, this also has an 
environmental benefit in terms of emissions, both during 
paper production and in the greenhouse gases no longer 
emitted during paper document delivery.

The international trade cycle is something that for 
many companies today is unnecessarily extended by a 
combination of the use of paper and the large number 
of parties involved. Adopting digital processes instead 
of paper (and in due course also blockchain technology) 
could appreciably shorten this cycle. Furthermore, 
treasury’s adoption of cloud computing can have a major 
impact on the environment. A recent report from WSP 
and Microsoft4 concluded that Microsoft Cloud was 79-
93% more e¨cient than a traditional in-house data centre 
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Corruption is another major governance issue that 
treasury needs to be involved in preventing. In certain 
countries, corruption is still prevalent, so treasuries need 
to be especially sensitive to any new countries into 
which their corporation may be expanding. Treasury’s 
core control and governance role means that it has a 
major responsibility to block any dubious activities or 
transactions.

Historically this has sometimes been extremely di¨cult 
for treasury to accomplish, but fortunately the new 
boardroom emphasis on all elements of ESG makes it 
far more likely that treasurers will have high-level support 
when they try to stamp out illicit payments, such as 
kickbacks disguised as commission payments.

Additionaly, cyber security is now increasingly being 
regarded as a part of ESG governance. This is because it is 
seen as part of the need for corporate decisions to reflect 
obligations to society at large, as well as to shareholders, 
suppliers, customers and employees. Corporations and 
treasuries that implement robust cyber security measures 

Digitisation and automation in treasury can also provide 
a social gain for treasury employees. Manual cash 
management and investment processes result in a heavy 
workload and unsocial working hours, which ultimately 
degrade employee well-being and performance. However, 
if improvements such as automated cash reconciliation 
and investment have been implemented, treasury 
employees will be more productive and under less stress.

Governance 
Treasury obviously plays a key corporate role in risk 
management - one element of this lies in ensuring 
compliance with regulation and corporate policies. Apart 
from safeguarding the company’s financial assets, this also 
helps to fulfil the governance part of ESG.

This risk management can take many forms, from 
complying with anti-money laundering legislation, to 
following country- specific rules, such as only invoicing 
in local currency. Banks continue to be an important 
channel through which treasury can gather information on 
changing regulations.
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Conclusion 
Treasuries have a responsibility to support the overall 
corporate sustainability strategy, but many may not realise 
that the organisations they deal with on a daily basis – 
their banks – can be a valuable source of information 
and assistance with this task. Digitisation, automation, 
accelerating the trade cycle and cloud treasury systems 
are just some of the areas that banks can help with.

Elsewhere, treasuries may find they are pushing a 
sustainability door that is more open than they realised, 
with other groups such as technology providers, senior 
management and employees also being supportive. All of 
this leads to the conclusion that treasury can make a real 
di�erence to sustainability goals and can start working on 
implementing changes.  

are implicitly impeding the propagation of cyber threats 
such as malware. Some academics see the concept of 
corporations implementing stronger cyber security as part 
of their ESG as being akin to vaccinating against disease. 
If su¨cient numbers are protected, others also benefit 
through ‘herd immunity’7.

Facilitators 
While treasury’s responsibilities in relation to sustainability 
may feel like a further burden on what is usually one of 
the most lightly-resourced corporate functions, there are 
various factors and entities that will help to facilitate their 
implementation.

An important point is that several of the actions that 
support sustainability goals are also those that treasury is 
likely to be undertaking anyway for other reasons, such as 
introducing automation to improve e¨ciency and reduce 
costs. In many cases these are also actions that certain 
banks are well-positioned and willing to assist with as part 
of their existing relationship commitments.

Board-level support has already been mentioned as a 
facilitating factor that is also likely to persist or increase 
as more senior managers appreciate the importance of 
ESG to the corporation. In addition, a comprehensive 
sustainability approach is also likely to be supported more 
generally by newcomers to the workforce, both in treasury 
and the corporate world. Millennials continue to increase 
as a proportion of the total workforce and are expected to 
represent 35% of the total globally by 20208. As a group, 
they place a strong emphasis on the importance and 
value of sustainability, with one survey stating that 92.1% 
of millennials believe that working for an environmentally 
and socially responsible company is important9. They are 
therefore likely to be as supportive of any ESG activities as 
the boardroom.

Notes
1  https://assets.kpmg.com/content/dam/kpmg/be/pdf/2017/kpmg-survey-of- corporate-responsibility-reporting-2017.pdf
2  The G250 are the world’s 250 largest companies by revenue based on the Fortune 500 ranking of 2016.
3  The N100 is defined in the KPMG Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting as: “...a worldwide sample of 4,900 companies comprising the top 100 companies 

by revenue in each of the 49 countries researched in the study.”
4  “The Carbon Benefits of Cloud Computing: A Study on the Microsoft Cloud” https://www.wsp.com/en-US/insights/microsoft-cloud-computing-environmental- 

benefit-study
5  In addition to major investments in digital technology and automation, HSBC has also recently launched a new energy policy - https://www.hsbc.com/-/media/ 

hsbc-com/newsroomassets/2018/pdfs/180420-hsbc-energy-policy.pdf?la=en- gb&hash=2BE95DA2F82B9EF99AFF93A05566ECAE8E1774E6 - that aims to reduce 
environmental damage by no longer providing financial services to five categories of potentially damaging energy related activity.

6  https://www.nrdc.org/media/2018/180103 and http://wwwen.ipe.org.cn/ MapBrand/Brand.aspx?q=6
7  https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/corporate-social-responsibility-should- include-cyber-security
8  https://www.manpowergroup.com/millennials
9 https://www.morningfuture.com/en/article/2017/08/16/millennials-csr- companies-responsible/60/
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In today’s ‘always on’ culture, companies focused on 
growth and productivity are realising the importance 
of wellbeing within their corporate social responsibility 
strategies1. Not only are wellbeing programmes a positive 
way to look after the health and happiness of your treasury 
team, they can also add value to the bottom line2, explains 
Lance Kawaguchi, Global Head – Corporates, Global 
Liquidity and Cash Management, HSBC.

As the lines between work and home become increasingly 
blurred, investment in workplace wellbeing is growing. 
In fact, corporate wellbeing is now a $43.3bn global 
industry3 which is no longer just about subsidised gym 
memberships, or supplying fruit in the o�ce. Rather, 
the concept of wellbeing is shifting towards a more 
inclusive definition that touches on several aspects of an 

employee’s life: from physical health through to mental 
and emotional health. 

And as the notion of wellbeing evolves, conversations 
around this topic are becoming more commonplace 
among corporates of all sizes, and across multiple 
geographies – under the umbrella of good  
corporate citizenship. 

Senior executives are also waking up to the fact that as 
well as being a moral imperative, an investment in the 
wellbeing of their workforce is actually an investment in 
the long-term health of the company. By encouraging and 
supporting wellbeing, you ultimately end up with happier, 
healthier employees who are more alert and ready to 
deliver against a common purpose with clarity. 

Wellbeing in Treasury:  
More than a Healthier Balance Sheet

11
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The productivity link 
For those who are yet to be convinced of the correlation 
between wellbeing, productivity, and the balance sheet, 
the numbers speak for themselves. According to research 
by the Centre for Mental Health and the Health and Safety 
Executive, UK companies lose £26bn in productivity 
every year since 9.9 million working days are lost as a 
result of poor mental health. In addition, £15.1bn is lost 
annually by UK companies because of ‘presenteeism’4 – 
which is when employees are at their desk, but not being 
productive for a variety of reasons, such as ill health, 
exhaustion, lack of motivation, or stress.

Meanwhile, in the US, worker illness and injuries costs 
employers $225.8bn per year, which is equivalent to 
$1,685 per employee, according to the Centers for Disease 
Foundation. Moreover, the Milken Institute estimates that 
$1tr. is lost annually due to unaddressed employee  
chronic disease5. 

Some of the other benefits of wellbeing programmes are 
a little more di�cult to quantify; but no less impactful. 
Especially when the definition of wellbeing is broadened 
out to include the social and relationship aspects that are 
inherent in the workplace as well.

When team members feel valued and see a clear upwards 
career path, for example, their overall experience at work 
can be significantly enhanced. Actively recognising strong 
performance is another key ingredient here; everyone likes 
to feel that their e�orts are being noticed. 

As well as improving employee wellbeing, these relatively 
small actions can result in significant positives from a 
talent retention perspective. For instance, a 2017 survey 
by CABA – the charity that supports the wellbeing of 
chartered accountants – found that 39% of employees 
have left jobs due to poor treatment in the workplace6. 
Fostering a positive culture around wellbeing can also 
attract new talent, which in an era when incentives 
schemes are being increasingly scrutinised, can be a 
powerful recruitment weapon7. 

Making wellbeing work 
But making a success of wellbeing in the workplace 
requires careful planning, and consistent action, especially 
from management, who must set the tone from the top 
and cascade the importance of wellbeing down to their 
teams. This is something I take very seriously as a  
senior executive.

For me personally, and many others, family is extremely 
important – and plays a pivotal role in wellbeing. I would 

argue that stability at home leads to clearer minds, in turn 
making it easier to focus on professional tasks. As such, I 
always encourage my teams to take their annual leave and 
spend time with their family when they need to. 

After all, wellbeing programmes are no longer just about 
ensuring people are able to perform for their customers 
and their employer. Leading organisations now recognise 
the value in extending wellbeing programmes into an 
employee’s family too.   

I additionally recommend showing flexibility. Life comes 
at us fast and from time to time there may be things that 
come up and derail the original plan. Where possible, I 
always elect to o�er flexible working arrangements to my 
employees as they work to bring balance back into their 
lives. In an era of 24/7/365 connectivity to the workplace, 
this is extremely important – and arguably represents the 
future of workplace dynamics (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1.  The Future of Work

Source: Global Wellness Institute
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Making a di�erence in treasury 
Treasurers can do the same by identifying areas for 
improvement within their own processes that allow their 
employees to get more done while in the o�ce. And if, in 
turn, that enables them to go home a little earlier, then it’s 
a win-win.

Ensuring frequent – and open – communication within the 
team is another great, budget-friendly, way for treasurers 
to improve employee wellbeing. Keep an open-door 
policy and create an inclusive environment where people 
feel comfortable enough to speak up if they encounter 
obstacles that deter them from their goals.  

As a leader, it’s also important to truly know and 
understand your employees. If, for example, I get the 
sense that someone is committing too hard to the job and 
unfairly sacrificing personal and family time, I’ll have a 
conversation with them and share my concerns. No-one 
wants an employee to ‘burn out’. 

Treasurers may face similar situations and, as a manager, 
it’s important to be astute and proactively address any 
concerns before they escalate. Plus, there is no downside 
to having that conversation: your employees will only 
thank you for it.

Investing in the company’s future 
So, while it might sound like a cliché, people genuinely 
are an organisation’s most valuable asset. This is certainly 
the case within HSBC’s Global Liquidity and Cash 
Management team, and the group at large.

And given the pivotal role that people play in contributing 
to growth and innovation within an organisation, looking 
after employees’ wellbeing is an easy business decision for 
today’s business – and treasury – leaders.  

I’m a firm believer that this flexibility is also a 
representation of the trust I have in my team – if they 
can get the work done in another setting that’s more 
conducive for them at that time, then I’m supportive of 
that. And research shows the positive e�ects of trust on 
wellbeing, making it a virtuous circle: according to a 2018 
workplace study by healthcare provider Bupa, 23% of UK 
employees said they would feel more motivated if trust 
was placed in them8. 

What’s more just because someone is in the o�ce, 
doesn’t necessarily mean that they are being productive. 
The reverse is also true: an employee who works shorter 
hours and spends more time at home isn’t de facto less 
productive than someone who consistently works late. 

With this in mind, I constantly coach my team on the 
importance of e�ciency and making the most of the 
time when you’re working – whether in the o�ce or 
from home. Over the past year, we’ve realised concrete 
productivity gains through being more disciplined around 
the meetings we participate in and ensuring we spend 
more time visiting our clients.

Notes
1  https://www.ft.com/content/cb204aa0-566c-11e7-80b6-9bfa4c1f83d2 
2  https://www.thetimes.co.uk/raconteur/business/wellbeing-helps-bottom-line-well-workforce/
3  https://globalwellnessinstitute.org/press-room/statistics-and-facts/ 
4  https://www.thetimes.co.uk/raconteur/business/wellbeing-helps-bottom-line-well-workforce/ 
5  https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/309685
6  https://www.recruitment-international.co.uk/blog/2017/08/poor-workplace-wellbeing-causes-decrease-in-productivity-for-54-percent-of-employees-research-finds 
7  https://reba.global/content/how-to-attract-talent-through-your-wellbeing-and-benefits-strategy
8  http://smallbusiness.co.uk/trust-factor-employee-retention-2543024/

Potential benefits of wellbeing programmes 
1.  Improved productivity 
2.  Reduced healthcare costs 
3.  Decreased absenteeism and presenteeism 
4.  Increased motivation 
5.  Improved workplace dynamics and harmony 
6.  Improved talent retention and attraction
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Key Takeaways:   
Making ESG Part 
of Treasury’s DNA

Sustainable Finance
•  Exploring ESG-compliant finance – from green bonds 

to positive impact loans – is on the rise. Many projects 
can leverage sustainable financing, if approached 
through a green lens.

Environmental
•  Adopting digital processes to drastically reduce the 

amount of paper used by your own organisation and 
your counterparties. Additional benefits of digitisation 
include automation e�ciencies and greater potential 
for data-driven insight.

•  Embracing cloud computing to help lower carbon 
emissions and improve energy e�ciency.

There are a number of ways in 
which treasurers can support 
their organisation’s ESG goals, 
and embed them into their 
daily processes. Practical 
steps include:
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Social 

•  Supporting the company’s supply chain by providing 
financial assistance to smaller suppliers via supply 
chain finance (SCF) programmes.

•  O�ering financial incentives to suppliers who fulfil, and 
continually improve, their ESG credentials.

•  Considering ways to improve the wellbeing of your 
team. Openly acknowledge the pressures on them and 
the impacts these may have on wellbeing  
and productivity. 

Governance
•  Ensuring compliance with relevant regulations, policies 

and procedures. 

•  Keeping informed about the growing number of 
regulations being issued in the ESG space that tie  
back to the origins of financial flows within 
organisations. 

•  Helping in the fight against financial crime through 
fraud controls, sanctions screening, and proper 
handling of politically exposed persons, in particular 
in relation to bribery and corruption.

•  Embracing Know Your Bank (KYB) and Know Your 
Supplier (KYS) initiatives to encourage responsible 
counterparty selection practices.

•  Securing your treasury systems – and ensuring they 
are not used to facilitate potential criminal activity.

15
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Smart Cities:  
Convergence and collaboration to 
build communities of the future
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So, what is a ‘smart city’? It’s a city where 
governments are working to deploy advanced 
technology to achieve a step change in e�  ciency 
with consequent benefi ts for all citizens. The concept 
is rippling across many areas – including energy and 
the environment, buildings, infrastructure, mobility, 
health and even the governance of the city. 

City dwellers can look forward to more convenient, 
healthy, safe and sustainable lifestyles. The Internet 
of Things, artifi cial intelligence, machine learning 
and distributed ledger technology are some of the 
innovations enabling an unprecedented level of 
connectivity and automation. The completely connected, 
fully intelligent city is still a way o  , but urban authorities 
from London to New York to Singapore are working 
with business to apply technology with great success.

Just as smart cities will spawn new business models, 
so too they will streamline public sector operating 
models. In the automotive sector, connected cars 
are increasingly communicating with the urban 
environment, and companies are eagerly exploring 
new business models and revenue streams. 
Telecommunications companies hardwire the digital 
city. But in future will they enable the city’s evolution 
by moving from hardware into software? Turning to 
the public transport sector, there are opportunities 
to shorten journey times and enhance personal 
experiences.

When it comes to turning strategy into reality, it’s the 
treasurer’s job to support these new models. New ways 
of making payments and managing cash are needed. 
Treasurers must have a di  erent – again technology-
enabled – toolset that allows their organisations to adapt 
and thrive. They also need advice and intelligence about 
how they can achieve their organisations’ goals in the 
world’s diverse cities.

Together with my colleagues at HSBC, I have spoken 
to many clients all over the world – whether at 
conferences, in their o�  ces or at the events we host. 
They tell us that with cities transforming at such a pace, 
they need banking partners who are committed to 
supporting them.

I am fortunate to be part of a bank that is investing 
substantially to help our clients prepare for the future 
at a time when the rate of change is exponential. As 
announced, HSBC is investing USD15-17bn in growth 
and technology over the next two years, specifi cally 
to help our clients prosper as they take advantage of 
greater digitisation and automation.

This report o  ers our insights into how smart cities 
are likely to change sectors, businesses and the public 
sector. As a bank with a wide geographical presence 
and deep sector knowledge, as well as being a driver of 
new banking technology, we are well placed to advise 
treasurers on the possibilities available to them.

Cities are getting smarter, and 
the organisations operating 
in them must adapt. As new 
technology gets wired into the 
city, it’s revolutionising urban 
e�  ciency and improving the 
lives of citizens. At the same 
time, it’s set to fundamentally 
alter business and operating 
models. The job of the 
treasurer and the fi nance 
function more broadly is to 
support this change; to create 
order and clarity.



18 Sustainability Guidebook for Treasurers - Beyond Finance 

quality of life. These solutions must be relevant, realistic 
and reliable – while being rooted in cultural understanding. 
This opportunity to deliver new solutions makes cities 
viable, vital and attractive places for businesses that wish 
to participate in this growth by developing products and 
services that improve the lives of city residents. 

It is therefore not surprising that the growth of city 
dwellers has been paralleled by the growth of technology. 
Today, as the much-discussed ‘fourth industrial revolution’ 
takes hold, businesses from di erent sectors are investing 
in innovation that will allow them to leverage technology to 
improve life in communities. With technology developing 
at an unprecedented rate, the commercial opportunities 
for companies to harness their potential to deliver on 
the changing needs and demands of communities and 
improve standards of living, has given rise to the concept 
of ‘smart cities’.8

Throughout history, people have flocked to cities in search of new 
opportunities to improve the quality of their lives. During the first 
Industrial Revolution, British cities received an influx of people from the 
countryside, seeking work in new factories. Prior to industrialisation, 
over 80% of people lived in rural areas.1 For example, Manchester 
experienced a six-fold increase in population between 1771 and 1831, 
while Bradford grew by 50% every ten years from 1811 to 1851.2 In the 
United States, the second industrial revolution saw waves of migration to 
cities between 18703 and 1920. 

The trend of urbanisation continues. In 1950, only 29% 
of the world’s population lived in cities. By 2014, this 
figure almost doubled, with cities hosting 54% of the 
population.4 The United Nations estimates that by 2050, 
68% of the population will be living in urban areas 
(see Figure 1).5 This pattern of migration is expected to 
be consistent across both developed and developing 
markets.

The World Bank calculates that over 80% of global 
economic activity6 takes place in cities, and it is expected 
that city-fueled economic growth will continue. After 
all, cities are the engines of growth, the seat of our 
governments and home to many of the companies that 
power the global economy. The complexity of cities 
requires integrated yet dynamic solutions that enable 
governments and businesses to support this growth, 
e ectively serve citizens and deliver increasingly better 

What is ‘smart’ about a smart city?
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The emergence of advanced technologies such as the 
Internet of Things (IoT), artificial intelligence (AI) machine 
learning (ML), and distributed ledger technology (DLT), 
among others, provides a previously unseen degree of 
connectivity and depth of data that can be harnessed 
by both businesses and governments for swift decision-
making and strategic longer-term planning. By utilising 
comprehensive, real-time data, government agencies 
and private sector institutions are able to better 
understand citizen demand patterns – and are thus able 
to respond more quickly and cost-e ectively.9

A completely connected, fully intelligent city is still a  
way away, but governments are working with 
businesses to apply technology with great success 
in many cities. The longer-term vision is for smart 
cities to positively impact all elements of citizens’ daily 
lives. The United Kingdom’s Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS) considers the establishment 
of smart cities to be a process, rather than a static 
outcome, in which increased citizen engagement, hard 
infrastructure, social capital and digital technologies 
make cities more livable, resilient and better able to 
respond to challenges.10 The UK’s Department for 
International Trade (formerly UK Trade and Investment) 
illustrates how the smart city puts di erent systems 
at the service, and under the control of, the ‘smart’, 
engaged citizen (see Figure 2).

In a more recent report, McKinsey explains how data-
driven smart city applications can impact quality of life 
across multiple dimensions – from making life more 
convenient, to generating jobs and bringing down the 
cost of living, enabling people to generally live healthier, 
safer and richer lives (see Figure 3).

Notes
1  https://webs.bcp.org/sites/vcleary/modernworldhistorytextbook/

industrialrevolution/ire ects.html#Urbanization
2  https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/britain-1700-to-1900/industrial-revolution/

life-in-industrial-towns/
3  https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/the-gilded-age/gilded-

age/a/america-moves-to-the-city
4  https://www.rcrwireless.com/20160701/internet-of-things/smart-city-drivers-

tag28
5  https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-

world-urbanization-prospects.html
6  http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/overview
7  United Nations Department of Economic and Social A airs, World Urbanization 

Prospects 2018 – Our future is urban
8  https://www.rcrwireless.com/20160701/internet-of-things/smart-city-drivers-

tag28
9  McKinsey, Smart Cities: Digital solutions for a more livable future, June 2018
10  Smart Cities Background Paper, London: Department for Business Innovation 

and Skills
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Figure 1: Growth of the urban population
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Smart
Citizen

Smart buildings
and

housing

Smart energy
and 

environment

Smart
Infrastructure

Smart
Mobility

Smart
Health

Smart
Governance

u Smart grids
u Flexible energy distribution
u Metering management and 
    demand response
u Renewable energy
u Pollution management
u Waste management
u Flood management

u Big Data/Information Management
u Information Security
u Urban planning
u Citizen collaboration
u Behavioural Insight

u Internet of things
u Sanitation and drainage
u Internet and telephony
u Public safety
u Video surveillance
u Emergency management

u High performance 
    buildings
u Energy e�ciency
u Security solutions
u Home energy management
u Integrated smart grid

u Smart hospitals
u Emergency services
u Health monitoring
u Assisted living
u Tele-health
u Tele-care

u Improved access
u Integrated mobility
u Tra�c management
u Congestion management
u Smart parking

Source: UK Trade and Investment, Smart Cities Pitchbook, March 2016

Figure 2: Putting the smart citizen in control
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Almost 60 data-driven smart city applications spanning eight domains ...

... improve outcomes in multiple quality-of-life dimensions

Security Healthcare Mobility Energy Water Waste Economic
development
and housing

Engagement
and 

community

Time and convenience
u Shorter commutes
u More e�cient interactions
    with government and
    healthcare

Safety
u Lives saved
u Fewer crime incidents
u Faster emergency 
    response

Environmental quality
u GHG emissions averted
u Waste reduced
u Water consumption
    reduced

Social connectedness
and civic participation
Connections to local
community and local
government strengthened

Health
Health burden reduced

Cost of living Jobs

Figure 3: The impact of smart city applications on quality of life

Source: McKinsey, Smart Cities: Digital solutions for a more livable future, June 2018
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to an energy supplier) on a consumer level already 
enables better insight into – and control over – energy 
consumption; 55% of early adopters in the UK report 
positive behavioural change towards energy use following 
installation of a smart meter12. 

Smart grids improve transmission of energy data and 
enable better management of energy supply and 
demand.13 They also support the supply of renewable 
energy, such as solar and wind, integrating these 
intermittent renewables and enabling distribution systems 

By e ectively employing technology, smart cities can develop new 
systems and processes that can not only improve the lives of citizens, but 
also create new commercial opportunities for businesses. Citizens can 
look forward to more convenient and e�cient lifestyles, encompassing 
almost every aspect of day-to-day life – from ease of moving about, to 
better public services, and better utilisation of resources. Some potential 
benefits include:

Improved eciency and mobility 
McKinsey estimates that smart mobility can create better 
transportation systems, cutting commute times by as 
much as 15-20%.11 Smart street parking and tra�c 
management systems can create better flows and road 
utilisation, and the longer-term vision for autonomous 
vehicles could improve public transport provision.

Energy consumption can also be made more e�cient. For 
example, the use of smart meters (meters that measure 
energy consumption accurately and send the data on 

Smart cities open up a 
range of benefits for citizens
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to keep pace.14 15 With smart grids, energy distribution 
can be optimised, reducing peak demand and need 
for bigger grid infrastructure. Public street lighting is 
also becoming more e�cient. A number of cities are 
replacing street lights with more e�cient LED bulbs  
that are equipped with sensors that adjust the lighting 
level depending on whether there is anyone on the street 
or not.16 

These are just some examples of applications that drive 
energy e�ciency and deliver sustainability benefits.

Sustainability 
In addition to the energy e�ciency potential, smart cities 
can have other positive environmental impacts. Smart 
cities are better able to utilise and optimise available 
resources, leveraging insights from data and information. 
From sensors in waste containers driving more e�cient 
refuse collection, to connected, responsive home 
appliances that reduce energy consumption, building 
automation systems that reduce emissions, and water 
consumption tracking that encourages conservation, 
there are a multitude of potential environmental benefits 
that can be realised. McKinsey estimates that by 
“deploying a range of applications to the best reasonable 

extent, smart cities could cut emissions by 10-15%, lower 
water consumption by 20-30% and reduce the volume of 
solid waste per capita by 10-20%.” 17 

Safer communities 
Crime and public safety are key concerns for local 
communities the world over. Safety and security benefits 
can be gained through improved personal and home 
security, better policing and real-time crime monitoring. For 
example, Shotspotter, an advanced surveillance technology 
start-up, uses AI to alert authorities within 45 seconds of a 
gun being fired, enabling swift and targeted response times. 
It has been deployed in around 90 cities, including Chicago, 
New York and San Francisco. Additionally, emergency 
response times could also be improved through optimised 
dispatching and synchronised tra�c lights.18

Improved healthcare 
At the individual level, digital and mobile devices and the 
Internet of Things (IoT) enable preventive health tracking, 
as well as actual treatment of illness. Sensors allow 
medical professionals to collect patient data remotely, 
resulting in faster and more personalised treatments. Other 
developments such as 3D printed pills, first approved by 
the US Food and Drug Administration in 2015, facilitate not 
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just the dispensing of precise dosages, but also enable 
medication to be highly customised and produced near 
patients.19 

At the national level, unifi ed health databases that 
connect all hospitals and clinics allow patients to receive 
diagnosis and treatment across multiple institutions, and 
enhance data consolidation for research and collaboration 
by healthcare professionals. Better healthcare systems 
also have implications on resource and inventory 
management for healthcare institutions, and databases 
of comprehensive medical records help save costs for 
insurance companies.20

Better governance
City governments tasked with delivering better services 
to constituencies can look to new channels that enable 
better communication with their publics. From social 
media channels to personalised digital platforms for 
service delivery, data collection, or consultation and 
opinion polling, city governments can enhance citizens’ 
experience and engagement, help o�  cials develop a 
better understanding of public needs to make better 
decisions, and improve public servants’ responsiveness.

In Santander, Spain, 20,000 sensors were installed 
around the city to gather data to help o�  cials make 
decisions on issues like frequency of waste collection, 
energy utilisation, park maintenance and the like. In 

addition, citizens were encouraged to turn their personal 
smartphones into sensors by downloading the ‘Pulse of 
the City’ app. Through the application, the public became 
intelligent mobile sensors for the city, contributing to the 
fl ow of information into the city’s data stream. Beyond 
the government’s use of the information, citizens could 
also access the application for day-to-day tasks such as 
managing their commute, or looking into environmental 
hazards like pollution levels, and other public services.21 

Amman in Jordan has a data-driven approach for 
streamlining waste management, monitoring various 
factors – from volume of waste, to truck locations and 
number of complaints. This enables them to redirect 
trucks to areas where other trucks were too full to 
complete waste collection.22 

Other countries are also making government information 
accessible via digital platforms. In India, to enable citizens 
to exercise their right to information (RTI) and gain 
greater transparency into government workings, the state 
launched the RTIonline service, allowing citizens to fi le RTI 
applications and participate in forums to share ideas and 
suggestions and query the status of applications online.23

These are but a few examples of how the integration of 
technology such as AI, machine learning, and IoT, can 
generate data and enhance the quality of life of citizens in 
smart cities.

Notes
11  McKinsey, Smart Cities: Digital solutions for a more livable future, June 2018
12  Early consumer experiences of smart meters 2018, www.tech.org, 20 July 2018
13  Smart Grid solutions to watch 2018, www.disruptordaily.com, 3 March 2018
14/15  https://www.smartcity.press/smart-city-strategies-for-global-warming, 2 January 2018
16  Smart cities: redefi ning urban energy, www.power-technology.com, 8 February 2018
17  McKinsey, Smart Cities: Digital solutions for a more livable future, June 2018
18  McKinsey, Smart Cities: Digital solutions for a more livable future, June 2018
19  Smart Healthcare Solutions for Smart Cities, www.smartcity.press, 5 August 2017
20  Smart Healthcare Solutions for Smart Cities, www.smartcity.press, 5 August 2017
21  Forces of change: Smart cities, Deloitte, 22 March 2018
22  Forces of change: Smart cities, Deloitte, 22 March 2018
23  Smart Governance for Smart Cities, www.smartcity.press, 21 August 2017
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enhancements. As further applications develop, they 
are expected to produce a wealth of data that will need 
to be transferred, processed and analysed. This data 
can not only feed into automotive firms’ own service 
development, it can also be used by other players in the 
ecosystem, such as infrastructure companies operating 
smart roads under build-operate-transfer arrangements, 
tra�c agencies and environmental impact agencies to 
name a few.

There are many potential applications. For example, 
a number of cities are already implementing and 
reaping the benefits of improved tra�c management 

Automotives 
The automotive sector is one of the main contributors 
to smart city development. Smart mobility solutions are 
transforming how people and goods are transported, thus 
stimulating economic activity and growth. Automotive 
companies are exploring how increasingly connected 
vehicles, with the ability to communicate with other 
elements in an urban environment – parking bays, tolls, 
retailers, and other vehicles – are creating new business 
models and opportunities for new revenue streams.

Today’s automobiles are already intelligently connected, 
with built-in cameras and sensors among other 

Clearly, the technology sector has been, and will continue to be, one 
of the key enablers for the development and delivery of smart city 
initiatives. By integrating smart technologies into their current product 
o erings, adapting their business models, and collaborating with both 
private and public sector institutions, firms from di erent sectors can 
contribute to – and benefit from – the building of smart cities. 

Commercial opportunities: Businesses 
across sectors are positioning for growth
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become mainstream, and their data dependency 
escalates, infrastructure capable of handling huge 
amounts of data will need to be made available. 
Automotive companies will need to work in tandem 
with telecommunications companies, internet providers, 
infrastructure companies and governments to ensure 
that the right infrastructure is put in place for their 
vision and innovations to come to fruition. For example, 
roads will need to be equipped with data networks with 
su�cient bandwidth and speed to accommodate feeds 
from all vehicles, and transportation authorities will need 
to explore how road provision can make way for mass 
transit solutions.

As automobiles become increasingly connected, there 
are opportunities for companies in the industry to 
create new revenue streams by o ering new services 
in-vehicle, or services related to mobility. Examples 
include partnerships with parking operators to enable 
smart parking with in-car payments, in-car fuel or toll 
payments, or even real-time speeding ticket issuance 
and collection. Use cases are already in play, with Visa 
partnering with Honda and ParkWhiz, integrating fuel 
and parking payments into the connected vehicle. 
It is anticipated that other use cases can be added 

utilising smart tra�c solutions. Singapore, named the 
top performing smart city of 2017 in the Global Smart 
City Performance Index24, has successfully applied 
connected tra�c solutions in conjunction with strict 
policies curtailing car ownership, in an e ort to reduce 
road congestion. The city-state has also installed 
tra�c sensors and surveillance cameras that transmit 
tra�c data that serves as the basis for information on 
gridlocks, travel time, road accidents, parking availability 
and so on. Other cities, such as San Francisco and 
London, have also applied their own tra�c calming 
technology solutions, in support of long-term visions for 
transformative transportation paradigms in the form of 
Mobility as a Service (MaaS) and Autonomous Vehicles. 

Autonomous vehicles also open up a range of 
possibilities for smart mobility. An autonomous vehicle 
is capable of sensing its environment and navigating 
without human input instead, they use a variety of 
techniques to detect their surroundings, employing 
technologies such as radar, laser light, GPS, odometry, 
and computer vision. Autonomous vehicles rely on data 
from this array of sensors, which is then analysed in 
order to help the vehicle determine where to drive, how 
fast to go, and when to stop. If autonomous vehicles 
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will be the main beneficiaries and users of the intelligence 
and insights gathered. 

Finally, mobile operators have been playing a key 
role in facilitating micropayments in cities. Mobile 
wallets are becoming an increasingly popular means 
of paying for small purchases and services. The use 
of mobile payments on public transport for example, 
not only speeds up the flow of people, but also gives 
transportation companies better insight into individuals’ 
travel behaviours, and opens up the possibility for 
developing further services such as real-time alerts, 
tracking and updates. Elsewhere, mobile retail 
transactions are transforming the shopping experience, 
introducing convenience, hyper-personalisation, and 
service optimisation. 

As mobile operators and banks continue to collaborate in 
this space, there is the potential to further improve digital 
identification systems and transaction security, which will 
drive greater adoption of mobile payments.

Infrastructure 
The infrastructure sector is beginning to leverage 
smart technologies to create e�ciencies in the way 
they operate their assets. By drawing on data on 
current usage patterns, providers can strategically map 
out the best ways to maintain and operate existing 
infrastructure, minimising wear and tear and conducting 
pre-emptive maintenance. This could help extend the life 
of properties, reducing the need for new construction 
and the related capital expense. Usage pattern data also 
informs customer experience design, giving managers 
information on how infrastructure is used. 

For example, WeWork is an o�ce space provider whose 
“space as a service” o ering employs a new leasing 
model that provides space as and when firms need 
it, disrupting the standard annual or multiyear leasing 
system. Sensors provide WeWork building managers 
information on how users interact with the di erent 
areas, enabling them to make better decisions on how to 
maximise over-all use of space.28 Data on space utilisation 
can help infrastructure operators create new pricing 
models and revenue streams, as well as drive cost and 
operational e�ciency. 

Beyond buildings and workspaces, technology is also 
transforming city infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, 
and railways. Singapore, as part of its ‘Smart Nation’ 
initiative, has implemented a series of smart, connected 
tra�c solutions in an e ort to reduce the number of 
vehicles on its roads.29 

in the future, including road tolling or usage-based 
insurance.25 As more applications involving automated 
in-car payments – both micropayments, as in the case of 
parking and fuel payments, and larger, more occasional 
payments, such as insurance or maintenance and repair 
fees – become the norm, treasurers in automotive 
companies may need to manage an increased volume of 
transaction flows to and from a wider variety of partners 
and providers. 

Telecommunications 
The services delivered by telecommunications providers 
are fundamental to the delivery of smart city applications 
and solutions. The sector provides the interconnectivity 
for the convergence of all other players in the ecosystem, 
enabling them to connect and communicate, o ering 
access to the all-important data that is the lifeblood 
of a smart city. Perhaps a reflection of this is Navigant 
Research’s estimate that the global communications 
market will more than double – from USD5.5bn in 2018, 
to USD13.4bn in 2019.26 

As smart city applications mature, there will be even 
greater dependency on telco networks to reliably and 
securely connect the various sensors, radars, cameras, 
controllers and other hardware in the city environment, 
in order to capture and communicate the data they 
deliver. Cognisant of their role in connecting smart cities 
and the new opportunities opening up, telco companies 
have been investing in their networks – from fibre-to-the-
home, small cell and Wi-Fi hotspot initiatives, to powerful 
5G connectivity that is expected to be transformative 
because of its capability to handle the large volumes of 
data generated in smart cities.27 

Despite this ongoing investment, Navigant Research 
suggests that the smart city communications market 
remains highly fragmented, driven by the wide range of 
smart city applications and use cases, each with unique 
connectivity requirements. Telco operators’ ability to 
bring convergence across the silos will be critical to 
creating networks that seamlessly deliver the integration 
and connectivity required to fully realise smart  
city benefits. 

As telecommunications solutions become further 
embedded into IoT and smart connectivity applications, 
firms may wish to consider pivoting their business 
models to grow beyond provision of physical 
infrastructure, to become digital businesses. This could 
mean providing not just the ‘rails’ but also the software, 
analysis and perhaps even the business tools and 
consulting services to companies from other sectors who 
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swiftly check passengers in. Utilisation data gathered by 
sensors and scanners would give airport operators insight 
into busy periods when sta�ng needs to be increased, 
reducing queues. Geolocation tools already in place 
would then work over free WiFi and provide personalised 
directions to passengers to get them to their boarding 
gates on time. 

Additionally, many of the ideals of a smart city are 
encapsulated and modelled in a micro fashion in a smart 
airport, making it an accessible opportunity for businesses 
seeking to implement smart city solutions in a controlled 
environment.

Aviation 
Technology has significantly changed air travel – from 
the time customers begin planning a trip, to the time they 
disembark at their destination; just as smart applications 
are transforming road vehicles, so too are they 
transforming airline travel by enhancing customer safety 
and experience. 

Airports, already equipped with cameras and sensors, 
have the opportunity to connect what today are often 
fragmented systems, enabling them to communicate with 
one another, with the ultimate goal of improving e�ciency 
and creating a frictionless customer experience. 

In the future, when travellers get to the smart airport, 
smart gates with facial recognition and biometric scanners 

Notes
24  Singapore pips London, New York to top global smart city ranking, www.straitstimes.com, 13 March 2018
25  Disruption in the automotive industry: Enhancing the customer experience through connectivity; Deloitte 2018
26  Smart City Communication Networks Market Overview 1Q 2018; www.navigantresearch.com; accessed 13 August 2018
27  Get smart; Ford, Georgina; CommsMEA; 21 June 2018
28  Is your company ready for the rise of smart cities?; McKinsey;21 June 2018
29  https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/singapore-best-performing-smart-city-globally-study-10038722
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instant payments to large numbers of beneficiaries across 
jurisdictions and currencies. 

As business models change and new partnerships 
develop, firms will continue to require liquidity to finance 
growth. Banks are evolving their own approaches to 
financing, leveraging technologies such as artificial 
intelligence, machine learning and blockchain. With the 
help of these new technologies, banks are better able to 
quantify and mitigate risks, and make financing solutions 
more widely accessible to businesses and individuals. This 
increased ability to manage risk allows bank to develop 
more inclusive and responsible financing approaches 
– from trade finance solutions that go deeper into 
developing market supply chains to sustainable financing 
options. 

Intelligence flows 
Banks’ role as the conduit of financial flows also puts 
them in prime position to collect, analyse and provide 
intelligence to members of the ecosystem in real-time. 
As custodians and conduits of identity and transaction 
data, banks have visibility into relationships and 
connections among all participants in a city’s ecosystem 
– governments, businesses, and individuals. As more 
entities connect with banks’ systems through APIs to 
power their own services, the transaction data collected 
by banks becomes more enriched and the visibility of 
financial flows becomes more complete. By harnessing 
and analysing this data – with the relevant permissions 

Financial flows 
With the advent of open banking, banks are in prime 
position to work in collaboration with established 
businesses and fintech firms to facilitate the new 
payment flows – from B2B, B2C and B2B2C – to new 
business models. Solutions built on real time payments 
and open application programming interfaces (APIs) 
present opportunities for firms to handle increased 
volumes of microtransactions. For companies 
traditionally set up to manage occasional, large value 
payments to a limited number of counterparties, direct 
to- or from-consumer payments can pose significant 
operational burden. From firms accepting mobile 
payments for transportation and infrastructure utilisation, 
to local government collecting fees and taxes, banks can 
provide the financial rails that will keep money flowing 
freely within and between cities. Applications of next 
generation virtual accounts will not only enable firms to 
e�ciently manage what will be an increased number of 
counterparties, but also enable businesses to maintain 
greater visibility and control of their liquidity – not just in 
individual cities, but across all their global operations. 

Banks will also facilitate more streamlined 
disbursements – regardless of the number and size 
of counterparties. Whether it is for payroll, individual 
gig employees in multiple locations, refunds and 
compensation for failed services, social benefit 
payments or tax refunds, banks’ digital disbursement 
solutions will enable a cost-e ective means of providing 

Cities are challenged to find greater cost and operating e�ciency while 
competitively attracting business and investment to ensure economic 
security and growth. As cornerstones of economies, banks can act as 
the financial enablers that facilitate the flows and connectivity among 
government entities, businesses, and citizens in city ecosystems. 

The pivotal role of banks
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in place – through artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, banks will be able to provide consumable 
insights and intelligence on an increasingly real-time basis 
to help inform individuals’, companies’ and governments’ 
decision-making.

Interpersonal flows 
Bank branches have traditionally been cornerstones of 
communities. As banks begin to transform themselves 
for the digital future, the role of the bank branch will also 
evolve. Current self-service facilities for basic transactions 
can be extended with additional digital services such as 
loading up virtual wallets that support peer-to-peer and 
mobile payments.

In the future, bank branches could blend digital self-service 
with in-depth, personalised advice, and even areas for 
interpersonal socialisation. HSBC Retail Bank and Wealth 
Management in the US, has been proactively investing 
in digital branch initiatives that put customer service at 
the centre, enabling them to seamlessly navigate across 
channels. 

Singapore’s Smart Nation goes cashless 
As part of its national drive towards becoming a Smart 
Nation, Singapore has ambitions to go cashless. Enabling 
this goal is PayNow, a peer-to-peer funds transfer service 
available to retail customers of nine participating banks 
in Singapore, including HSBC. Launched in July 2017, it 
allows individuals to send electronic payments to each 
other.

In August 2018, PayNow Corporate was launched, 
allowing payments to be made without the need to obtain 
bank details from beneficiaries. It improves customer 
experience and minimises a company’s data maintenance.

For corporate-to-corporate payments, companies can 
pay directly and instantly using the Unique Entity Number 
(UEN) registered with PayNow Corporate. For corporate-
to-individual payments, companies can pay instantly using 
the person’s National Registration Identity Card (NRIC) or 
mobile phone number registered with PayNow.

At the consumer level, customers now have the ability 
to make a simple instant payment directly to a registered 
company’s UEN when paying for a purchase. 

In addition, PayNow Corporate enables companies to 
utilise Quick Response (QR) codes. Their customers can 
simply scan, review and click pay using their smartphone. 
Companies can use the payment details embedded in the 
QR code to reconcile their receivables.

Case study: Pepper the  
robot gives a glimpse of  
retail banking’s future
 
When it recruited a humanoid robot called Pepper 
to its New York flagship branch, HSBC became the 
first US retail bank to deploy a customer-service ‘bot. 
As well as having the important practical purpose of 
helping HSBC to streamline the branch’s activities, 
Pepper o ers Manhattanites a glimpse of their smart 
city banking future. 

For customers entering the branch, Pepper, a robot 
from Softbank’s growing robotics wing, stands 
ready to answer questions and provide a memorable 
banking experience. 

More specifically, Pepper’s key features include:

Notify a banker – Pepper communicates directly 
with bank sta  based on customers’ answers to 
qualifying questions. The aim is to reduce customer 
waiting time and free up bank sta  to deliver a more 
personalised service.

Tutorials and instructions – Pepper provides 
information on ATMs, HSBC’s mobile banking app, 
self-service options, customer support and more. 
Educating and encouraging customers to use the 
technical tools and platforms HSBC has made 
available means that bank sta  can spend their 
time on deeper, more valuable conversations with 
customers.

Products and services – Pepper is used to 
promote HSBC products and services, including 
special campaigns. Once again, by making 
customers better informed, Pepper will allow sta  to 
have more productive interactions.

#PosewithPepper – HSBC has launched a 
campaign to encourage customers to visit the Fifth 
Avenue branch and pose with Pepper for a selfie.

Robots serving customers in bank branches are 
no longer in the realms of science fiction. Instead, 
Pepper shows how technology can be used to 
improve customer experience and branch e�ciency 
in fast-evolving smart cities.



32 Sustainability Guidebook for Treasurers - Beyond Finance 

1. Be prepared to collaborate with fi rms outside 
your industry
Smart cities are delivered by ecosystems of fi rms 
collaborating to deliver e  ective solutions. It is perhaps 
fi tting, then, that many smart city opportunities will 
require fi rms to work in partnership with other businesses 
outside of their traditional supply chain. We are already 
seeing a number of new alliances and partnerships being 
struck, with parties involved contributing varying and 
complementary expertise, perspectives and resources. 
One such example is the Space Act Agreement signed 
between Uber Technologies and NASA, where both 
agreed to further explore urban air mobility (UAM) 
concepts. Under the agreement, Uber will share its plans 
for an urban aviation ride-share network, while NASA 
will provide access to airspace management computer 
modelling and simulation to assess the impacts of small 
aircraft (from drones to passenger aircraft capable of 
vertical take-o   and landing) in crowded environments.31

In the United States, AT&T has set up an alliance with 
the likes of Cisco, IBM and Intel. The AT&T Smart Cities 
Strategic Alliance provides smart city solutions to cities 
such as Dallas, Portland and Atlanta.

2. Think holistically
Firms looking to provide solutions to, or collaborate 
with, local governments should immerse themselves in 
understanding the specifi c city context – their challenges, 
goals, existing infrastructure, and resources among others. 
City governments are looking for consultative approaches 
from partners they can trust. A smart city programme is 
not a short-term initiative and will require demonstrations 
of commitment and a partnership approach to developing 
tailored solutions.

3. Prepare for new risks
Every city is di  erent, with di  erent objectives for their 
smart city programme, and subject to the home country’s 
macroeconomic environment, policies, and local business 
practices. Firms should look for partners and service 
providers that have experience, expertise and regulatory 

As advances in smart city development continue, more and 
more commercial opportunities become available to fi rms in a 
variety of sectors. 

How can fi rms prepare to participate?

relationships in local markets in order to best identify, 
quantify and mitigate risks. 

4. Adapt your proposition today, with a view to the 
future
Businesses are already adapting their product and 
service o  erings to both take advantage of short-term 
opportunities and lay the groundwork for longer-term 
visions. Utilities companies for example, have been rolling 
out smart meters, improving accuracy of billing today, 
while preparing an infrastructure network that can be 
leveraged for other applications in the future. Automotive 
fi rms have also already begun to incorporate connectivity 
into their vehicles, enhancing safety and driving experience 
today, while opening up the possibility of other connected 
services in the future.

5. Transform your fi nancial operations to be fi t for 
your new purpose
As your fi rm pivots and adapts its proposition to deliver on 
smart city solutions, work with your transaction bankers 
to gain an understanding of the potential impact that new 
business models will have on your fi nancial value chain. 
Some smart city services may result in a change in your 
collection volumes and patterns, perhaps requiring you 
to be able to process and reconcile an increased number 
of lower value payments from end consumers. You may 
need to manage payments to new suppliers and partners 
around the world, or manage liquidity in new or highly 
regulated markets. 

By engaging with an experienced banking partner early 
in the solution development process, you will be able to 
strategically assess the treasury operations impact of your 
smart city propositions or partnerships on your treasury 
operations.

Notes
31   https://www.smartcitiesworld.net/news/news/nasa-and-uber-team-for-

urban- air-mobility-2909
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