
Re-imagining luxury
through collective action:
Trust as the new currency
Interview with Iris Van der Veken
Executive Director & Secretary General, Watch & Jewellery Initiative 2030

Iris Van der Veken has spent over 25 years working at the intersection of human rights, climate
and nature, and gender, across 14 countries, on factory floors as well as in the corridors of
international organizations. She is now Executive Director & Secretary General of the Watch
& Jewellery Initiative 2030 (WJI 2030), a multi-stakeholder action platform, co-founded by 
Kering and Cartier, delegated by Richemont. The initiative is committed to advancing the industry 
on three interconnected topics: climate resilience, nature and biodiversity, and inclusiveness.

Prof. Dr. Reto Eberle (RE): Iris, thank you for joining us.
You are Executive Director of the Watch & Jewellery
Initiative 2030, which was co-founded in 2022 by Kering
and Cartier. How did this unusual collaboration come
about?
Iris Van der Veken (IV): It really is a unique story of a
genuine collaboration. When the Watch & Jewellery 
Initiative 2030 (WJI 2030) was founded in 2022 at 
Watches & Wonders, by Kering and Cartier, delegated by 
Richemont, there was a clear and shared understanding 
that climate, nature and inclusiveness risks are no longer 
peripheral issues – they are core to a resilient business 
model. And addressing these material topics requires 
collective action on the ground across the value chain. 

In a conversation with KPMG’s Reto Eberle and Rolf
Hauenstein, Iris Van der Veken discusses how the
topic of business resilience has evolved in the watch
and jewellery industry, explains why she believes in
collaboration and systemic change, and shares her
vision for an inclusive industry.
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supply chains and the impact they can have on people if
decision-makers do good. It is not about philanthropy; it is
about engineering your business to bring about systematic
change. How do you procure? Where do your gold, silver,
and gemstones come from? How do you manage human
rights issues like child labor? And how do you navigate
local government legislation, which may not afford the
protection you demand?

One of the experiences that has shaped my career most
was spending time on the ground and working closely
with diplomats and international organizations. I firmly
believe that progress happens through partnerships.
At WJI 2030, we work closely with established
organizations and initiatives, including the UN Global
Compact and UN Women.

RE: Sustainability was a boardroom buzzword for many
years, especially considering the EU Green Deal and the –
at the time unprecedented – CSRD reporting provisions.
Are top-down reporting and compliance the right way to
make sustainable operations really happen?
IV: Do we need a law to do the right thing? And what do
we do when no one is watching? Compliance is essential
but it is not enough. Sustainability must go beyond
ticking boxes to reshape business models and embed
resilience at the core of strategy. This is not a “soft”
agenda. It is about protecting business continuity,
competitiveness, and reputation. The cost of inaction is
already tangible. 

What makes this initiative distinctive is that industry 
front-runners – including Cartier, Chanel and Kering –
choose to join forces to advance the sector through 
collective actions. Together, they foster a multi-stakeholder 
ecosystem of shared learnings and solutions aligned 
with evolving policies and regulations, with one common 
objective: to drive meaningful action across companies. 

Rolf Hauenstein (RH): You started out in HR, before 
moving into sustainability 20 years ago. Can you tell us a 
bit about your career to date and how your professional 
development is linked to the activities of WJI 2030?
IV: I began my career at a stock exchange technology 
company, working in talent acquisition. It was a fast-paced 
environment with a strong focus on innovation. Yet it 
quickly became clear to me that the real differentiator is 
talent. One of the most important lessons I took from that 
role was how critical it is to treat people with dignity and 
respect during times of change. The company went 
through major restructuring, and it was my job to support 
people thoughtfully through transitions. That period 
marked an important milestone for me.

I then received an unexpected offer from a diamond 
company to become their HR manager. This was back in 
the early 2000s, when the Kimberley Process was being 
established amid social justice issues such as conflict 
diamonds. Since then, I’ve been very passionate about 
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I think reporting and compliance play an important role
because they create transparency and comparability. They
support organizations understand where they stand and
provide a common framework for action. But reporting
alone will never be enough to make sustainable operations
happen. At some point, companies must translate those
requirements into concrete decisions and changes in the
way they operate.

Suppliers also play a critical role in transparency along the 
value chain. The key question is whether companies view 
them merely as part of a compliance exercise, or as 
strategic partners in building capabilities and strengthening 
operational practices across the industry. If these efforts 
are to create real value, they cannot remain a tick-box 
exercise.

RE: WJI 2030 deliberately advocates for a different
approach. Could you please elaborate on the three
pillars you’ve chosen to focus on?
IV: We focus on climate, nature and biodiversity, and
inclusiveness – and they are deeply interconnected.
The state of the world is showing us exactly why.
Around half of global GDP is moderately or highly
dependent on nature, yet biodiversity loss is accelerating.

The challenge we see is not a lack of frameworks or
ambition. It is the gap between ambition and
implementation. That is why we focus so much on
practical execution. To bridge this, we developed a
sector-level Nature Roadmap consolidating best practices
and regulatory requirements into a company-ready
format. The process involved extensive multi-stakeholder
consultation, including with WWF, the World Business
Council for Sustainable Development and the World
Economic Forum.

And that brings me to inclusiveness, our third pillar. When
I started out, it took a long time to see another woman
at the table. The watch industry is hugely male dominated,
yet 90% of consumer behavior is influenced by women.
It is vital that we attract women and girls to this industry –
including as engineers and in leadership roles. We
encourage companies to sign the UN Women’s
Empowerment Principles and support them through
capacity-building training.

Since 2023, we have worked with UN Women and
suppliers to develop Gender-Responsive Procurement
tools: assessment checklists, contract templates and
training toolkits. In collaboration with UN Women, we
also co-developed a Transparency and Accountability
Roadmap, enabling companies to measure and disclose
gender-equality impacts across workplace, marketplace
and community. For me, this is an example of where our
work can have real cross-industry impact.

RH: What do you think it is that makes your initiative
successful? Many sustainability initiatives are based on
good intentions but can struggle to make measurable
impacts. 
IV: With humility, I deeply respect any organization that 
supports the advancement of transparency and responsible 
practices in our industry. We are a consumer-facing 
industry, so trust is non-negotiable. This requires all of us 
to work together to build that trust across the supply 
chain.

From the start, we have focused on a truly multi-
stakeholder collaborative model with a strong governance 
framework. Our independent risk and compliance 
committee reflects that vision to protect the integrity 
of the collective.

Our approach is built on three key steps: education and
learning, then concrete implementation and capacity
building, and finally reporting. Education is a critical 
enabler of resilience, particularly in a highly specialized 
sector like watch and jewellery. This is why we see our 
work as complementary to the long-standing role of 
industry institutions such as the UFBJOP and CIBJO, 
which have been instrumental in advancing professional 
standards, technical knowledge and sector-wide 
alignment. All the tools and resources we develop go 
through extensive consultation, with civil society, 
academics, industry, and others including the World 
Jewellery Confederation and the Union Française de la 
Bijouterie, Joaillerie, Orfèverie, des Pierres & des 
Perles. We have been working extensively on different 
pathways, especially for the SMEs to support them  
in the operationalization of often-complex compliance 
requirements.
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"But reporting alone will
never be enough to
make sustainable
operations happen.“



We should not forget that SMEs are the backbone of the
luxury goods business. Within the supply chain, SMEs
are involved in the sourcing of exceptional materials, but
also in providing expert craftsmanship, production and
transportation. The final product is only as good as all the
collaborative effort of the SMEs involved.

Large companies should support SMEs, not at least
because in doing so they de-risk their supply chain and
contribute to real capacity building and long-term
resilience. I always say that SMEs are our extended
family, so we need to take care of them.

Finally, we make all our tools and resources publicly
available. As soon as we’ve completed our extensive
consultation processes and testing, we will make our
work available to the wider industry.

RH: To what extent does digitalization/technology/artificial
intelligence support the efforts of WJI 2030?
IV: Technology is a key enabler of our work. I know from
my previous experience how important data frameworks
are, and capturing our members’ journeys was a priority 
of WJI 2030 from the beginning.

We wanted to empower our members to understand
their own progress through action-oriented and 
datadrivendashboards, while also getting visibility on our
collective efforts as an industry over time. Of course,
to do that you need something more sophisticated than
an Excel spreadsheet. Our Impact Action Journey
Framework, developed as a strategic partnership with
ESG Book, provides different pathways: a baseline one

that is fully aligned with the European Commission’s
Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standard for SMEs
(VSME), and a more advanced option.

In 2026, we further strengthened the framework with
AI-powered prefill features to reduce reporting burden,
and a beta SME carbon calculator. We continue to evolve
as technology does – this is essential.

I would also note that technology alone is not enough.
Education remains critical. Our close collaboration with
industry associations has helped strengthen these
efforts. Companies sometimes need handholding to
make progress. For example our Nature program and
Water Stewardship program guides our members along
practical steps of implementation.

RE: Alongside education, what else do you think is
needed for the industry to advance on sustainability
topics?
IV: I have always said that sustainability should not be a
“department.” I find that odd. ESG should be embedded
in every role, across all business functions. If you want
it to be part of your culture, the C-suite needs to live and
breathe it – to lead by example. Leaders tend to be
motivated either by principle – because it is the right thing
to do – or by business case. I believe the best leaders
combine both and are truly a force for good.

For those who are truly good at their job, the task is to
demonstrate the business case within their own
operations. This increasingly requires a strong scientific
foundation and specialist expertise. Topics such as
decarbonization and water stewardship are complex and
require credible data and technical knowledge. At the
same time, sustainability is ultimately about business
innovation – finding better ways of producing, sourcing
and delivering value.

Ultimately, progress depends on collaboration. Businesses,
governments and civil society all have a role to play, and
credible actors from each area need to come together. In
some high-risk areas, for example, where human rights
legislation falls short of the standards we expect, this can
be challenging. But walking away should always be the
last option; the priority must be to work together to bring
about positive change and impactful solutions.
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"Sustainability should
not be a ‘department’.
ESG should be embedded
in every role.“



B
o

ar
d

  
Le

ad
er

sh
ip

  
N

ew
s 

E
di

tio
n 

02
/2

02
6

The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to address the circumstances of any particular individual or entity. Although we endeavor to provide accurate and timely information, there can be no 
guarantee that such information is accurate as of the date it is received, or that it will continue to be accurate in the future. No one should act on such information without appropriate professional advice after a thorough 
examination of the particular situation. The scope of any potential collaboration with audit clients is defined by regulatory requirements governing auditor independence. If you would like to know more about how KPMG AG 
processes personal data, please read our Privacy Policy, which you can find on our homepage at www.kpmg.ch. 

© 2026 KPMG AG, a Swiss corporation, is a group company of KPMG Holding LLP, which is a member firm of the KPMG global organization of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International Limited, a private 
English company limited by guarantee. All rights reserved.

This article is part of KPMG’s Board Leadership News. 

About the KPMG Board Leadership Center

The KPMG Board Leadership Center offers support and guidance to board members. We equip you with the tools and insights 
you need to be highly effective in your role, enabling you to focus on the issues that really matter to you and your business.  
In addition, we help you to connect with peers and exchange experiences.

Learn more at kpmg.ch/blc

RE: If you could see into the future, what would be your
vision for the watch and jewellery industry ten or 20 years
from now?
IV: My vision is for the watch and jewellery industry to
become a space where inclusion is fully woven into its
fabric – not as an objective, but as a norm. An industry
where people of all backgrounds and identities have equal
opportunities to shape strategy, craftsmanship, and
leadership, and where talent can thrive at every level.

Luxury holds a unique cultural influence. It shapes
aspirations, values, and perceptions of beauty. With that
influence comes a responsibility – to demonstrate that
excellence, creativity, and inclusiveness are not only
compatible, but mutually reinforcing. By embracing this
responsibility, the industry can redefine what modern
luxury stands for.

In doing so, I believe the watch and jewellery sector has
the potential to become a quiet yet powerful force for
progress – creating extraordinary pieces while also
advancing equality, trust, and long-term resilience. Our
goal should not be perfection, but progress: to learn,
to collaborate, and to continually raise the bar together.

RH/RE: Thank you for this inspiring conversation.

About Iris Van der Veken
Iris Van der Veken is Executive Director &
Secretary General of the Watch & Jewellery
Initiative 2030 (co-founded by Kering and Cartier,
delegated by Richemont) and Member of 100
Women @Davos’ Inclusive Leadership Council.
She has a background in law, public affairs and
sustainability. Iris has over 25 years’ experience
on the ground in Armenia, India, China, Africa,
Thailand, Sri Lanka, working on the sustainability
agenda as a driver for business resilience. She has
worked and lived in Washington DC, London,
Dubai and has now been living in Geneva for
almost four years.

She has worked across the supply chain on key
issues including human rights due diligence,
decent work, nature, environmental standards
implementation, and traceability. A long-standing
advocate for gender equality, Iris has helped build
strong industry partnerships with UN Women,
advancing gender equality and gender-responsive
procurement. She was the first Chairwoman of
UN Global Compact Belgium under the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and received international recognition
from the Belgian government for her leadership.
A committed coalition builder, she has served as
Executive Director of WJI 2030 since 2022.
Outside of work, she is a runner and completed the
New York Marathon in support of UNICEF.
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