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Summary 

Many actors, both public and private, are shaping the future of finance to align it with sustainable 

development objectives. Significant progress is being made on economic policy and financial 

regulations with many of the most promising innovations coming from the South. In private finance 

also, there are already many well-established initiatives, principles and tools on sustainable finance.   

This high-level event deepens the ongoing dialogue by focusing on what countries and the 

international community can do to capture and upscale these initial innovations. Participants will 

discuss key design elements for aligning the financial system with sustainable development, 

including by creating the conditions (policies and enablers) and building the capacity for both public 

and private finance to work together for sustainable development.   

Background 

The planned adoption of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in September 2015 presents the 
world an opportunity to advance a development agenda built around six broad clusters: dignity, 
prosperity, justice, partnership, planet and people (UN General Assembly, 2014). Among others, 
eliminating poverty, nurturing the environment and promoting prosperity – all essential elements of  
an inclusive and green economy – are integrated across the SDGs. Estimating the total cost of 
meeting the SDGs has proved to be a complex undertaking but the United Nations has identified 
funding needs of $66 billion annually to achieve the goal of ending extreme poverty alone (UN 
General Assembly, 2014).1 Financing will be crucial to the success of the post-2015 sustainable 
development agenda and all sources – public, private, domestic and international – will need to be 
mobilized to ensure its success. 
 
Among the financing options available, mobilizing domestic resources and their strategic use 
through fiscal policy, is a powerful means of fighting poverty, promoting social and human wellbeing 
and protecting the environment.2Domestic resources are particularly important because official 
development assistance (ODA), a traditional source of development finance, has been declining in 
relative importance. According to one estimation, only about 30 low-income countries are likely to 
continue receiving development aid during the 2015-2030 period (ODI, 2014).   

                                                           
1 The cost of achieving universal health care is estimated at $37 billion annually, the cost of achieving universal primary education and 
lower secondary education is estimated at $42 billion annually and the global cost of meeting investment requirements in infrastructure 
(defined as water, agriculture, telecoms, power, transport, buildings, industrial and forestry sectors) is estimated at $5 trillion to $7 trillion 
annually. (UN General Assembly, 2014) 
2Zero draft of the Addis Ababa Accord, 2015. 



 
Given the scope of financing required to realize long-term sustainable development on a global scale, 
it is clear that public financing on its own will be insufficient. Therefore, public finance needs to play 
a catalytic role in mobilizing, leveraging and channeling private financing. Creating an enabling policy 
environment will be critical to redirecting financial flows towards investments supporting 
sustainability within the real economy; and it is also of central importance that all financial 
transactions are conducted in accordance with the principles for sustainable development. In 
particular, aligning the finance sector to sustainable development requires a system-wide change at 
the sector level as well as within individual financial institutions. 
 
UNEP has been in the vanguard of this effort, starting with the creation of the UNEP Finance 
Initiative in 1992.  Its mission is to bring about systemic change in finance by promoting the 
integration of sustainability concerns into the mainstream operations and decisions of the financial 
system, and to mobilize finance to foster a more sustainable economy. 
 
Aligning the financial system with sustainable development will not only increase financing for 
sustainable development and promote an inclusive and green economy that benefits people in 
multiple ways, but also strengthen the resilience of the global and national financial systems – a key 
issue raised by many Member States in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis. In order to 
identify best practices and ongoing efforts in this regard, UNEP launched its Inquiry into the Design 
of a Sustainable Financial System in 2014, which counts with the participation of high-level 
stakeholders of the international financial system and national institutions such as national 
regulators, central banks, insurance companies, stock exchanges, capital funds or private banks and 
businesses. 
 

Main Objective of the Side Event 

This event will open a conversation on design elements for aligning the financial system with 

sustainable development objectives.  It will focus on emerging innovations, best practice and 

frontier initiatives for building strong financial institutions, reinforcing policy and regulatory 

frameworks, and ensuring effective incentives for catalysing investment in environmental 

sustainability and the wealth generating capacity of the real economy. 

Expected Outcomes and Key Messages: 

At the end of the event, participants will gain insights on: 

1. A Quiet Revolution is Taking Place – the shape and rules of financing are changing; since the 
2008 crisis, the system has been fixed; but redesign is needed to achieve sustainable 
development goals; 
 

2. Risk and Performance are being Reframed–to include environmental sustainability as key 
components and drivers of value for financial institutions; for environmental risks to be 
understood as a systemic risk to financial stability; and a differentiated approach is needed 
to align public policy and actors and financial markets; 
 

3. A Significant Portion of Innovation and Leadership are Coming from the Global South:   
Private finance is no longer a North-South issue; rules of the game are being changed and for 
the better through a growing alignment of institutions, incentives and policy in a range of 
countries in the global south. 

 



4. Principles, Tools and Data are Maturing – Financial institutions around the world are taking 
collective action to develop global principles, standards and tools on sustainable finance; 
and coverage of metrics and data are quickly spreading;     
 

5. A Loud Revolution needs to start from Addis Ababa  – Existing achievements are mobilising 
millions and billions dollars for sustainable development but the need is to move trillions; 
and countries and the international community can take action to capture and upscale these 
initial innovations; Catalytic change in the financial system can be designed for both public 
and private finance to work for sustainable development; Priorities are in creating the right 
conditions (policies and enablers) and building the needed capacity.  

Session outline 

Building on the existing recommendations from the Intergovernmental Committee of Experts on 
Sustainable Development Financing (ICESDF) report and the outcome document of the Conference, 
the UNEP session focuses on how countries and the international community can create the 
conditions (policies and enablers) to mobilize both public and private finance for sustainable 
development objectives.  Key questions include: 

1. Mandate of financial regulators  - Committing to policy coherence for sustainable 

development at all levels and by all actors (§5 zero draft) 

- What are the consequences of the disconnect between financial regulators and sustainable 

development strategies? 

- What are some of the emerging examples and best practices of financial regulators whose 

mandates incorporates sustainable development? 

- What are some examples of national economic planning opening new pathways to align and 

catalyse investment? 

 

2. Establishing strong regulatory frameworks – Acknowledge the responsibility and policy space 

of governments to incentivise financing for sustainable development 

- What institutions, incentives and regulatory frameworks are needed for risk management 

and transparency for sustainable financing? 

 

3. Partnerships -  Support initiatives to formulate and adopt principles for socially and 

environmentally responsible investment and business activities 

- What global partnerships are offering value to change agents? 

- What lessons are emerging from UNEP FI partnerships bridging the gap between the public 

policy agenda and private sector action, including Sustainable Stock Exchange initiative, 

Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI), Principles for Sustainable Insurance (PSI); 

Partnership for Action on Green Economy (PAGE) and others? 

Format 

The event will open with general welcome remarks that will set the stage, followed by a briefing on 

the current status of UNEP’s Inquiry into the Design of a Sustainable Financial System. Afterwards a 

panel discussion will touch upon several areas in which countries and the international community 

can create the conditions (policies and enablers) for financial institutions to play their full role in 

achieving sustainable development, encouraging them to build on and multiply current expertise 

and practices.  
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Draft Agenda 

 

5 min  Welcome remarks (and moderation) 

  Achim Steiner, ED UNEP  

 

7 min  Briefing on the progress of the UNEP Inquiry 

Simon Zadek, Co-Director, UNEP Inquiry into the Design of a Sustainable Financial 

System 

 

35 min Panel discussion on policies and enablers to mobilise finance for sustainable 

development 

 

Ms. Isabella Lövin, Minister for International development Cooperation, Sweden 

Potential focus on portfolio decarbonisation and utilising international cooperation 

for catalysing private finance 

 

Mr. Carlos Lopes, Executive Secretary, Economic Commission for Africa (tbc)   

 

Dr. Steve Waygood, Chief Responsible Investment Officer, Aviva Investors. Potential 

focus on investment, insurance and stock exchange initiatives (guiding principles and 

practices for private sector actors) 

 

 

35 min Interactive discussion with audience 

 

  Respondents to the panel discussion (4-5 minutes each - max):  

 

5 min  Moderator Wrap-up and Closing Remarks 


