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I. Introduction 
 
 
 

Concern over climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss and the challenges that come with these 

issues is pretty much universal. So then, why are we doing so poorly when it comes to addressing global 

sustainability challenges? The reasons are multiple. Key is probably that most countries believe they must 

follow the only proven pathway to prosperity: growth through industrialization. Second, in a world where 

we only really value economic activity in financial terms, the key ingredients that actually allow our 

economies to function is factored out. Third, while we may understand the problems better, we don’t yet 

fully understand the solutions and we struggle with the cost of making them work, especially as most of 

the problems they solve don’t have a recognized price tag. These are just a few of the challenges we face 

to achieve sustainability. 
 

The challenges become even the more daunting if we address them with the “wrong” mindset. The notion 

that we address sustainability to save the planet, that it comes at a price voters are not willing to pay. Yet, 

we all know that difficult choices will have to be made, sooner or later. And we also all know that new 

opportunities are emerging for those who remember that the Rio Principles were about people, planet and 

prosperity, not people, planet and profit. 
 

Although the climate challenge seems to be dangerously close to being out of control, we are still at a 

point where we can determine our own destiny, rather than it being determined for us, in multiple ways. 

This means we still have the luxury of being able to decide if alternative and more sustainable pathways 

can actually bring greater prosperity. This means that addressing sustainability is not about doing what is 

best for the planet, at the expense of your country’s interests. It means exploring pathways to prosperity 

for your own sake and to the benefit of the planetary boundaries we value. 
 

This essay explores some of the major challenges we face and touches on some of the solutions that have 

been found, in the Asia-Pacific region and beyond. It ends with some suggestions. The topic is so broad 

that this overview cannot be exhaustive. At best, it can spark ideas and launch debate. Most of us know 

what needs to be done and why we need to do it. The “how” is still a struggle. Understanding the how has 

prevented many well-intentioned people from finding better ways forward. Through 40 years of working 

on the sustainability challenge, I have become increasingly convinced that the saying should not be: 

“where there is a will, there is a way”, but rather: “where there is a way, there is a will”. 
 

I thank the UN Undersecretary-General and Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission 

for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Ms. Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana, and her team for offering me the 

opportunity to write this piece. My special thanks are extended to Hannah Muthoni Ryder who gave me 

crucial support and input. 
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II. Is the climate action glass half    
     full, or half empty? 
 

 

For many world leaders, and 40,000 delegates traveling to Glasgow in November 2021 for the annual 

climate conference (CoP), the writing on the wall could not have been clearer. We are in big trouble. The 

scientific community, through the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has sent a not to 

be misunderstood message: climate change is real, it is being caused by humanity, the consequences will 

probably be more extreme than previously predicted and the impacts are already being felt increasingly 

around the world, especially in the form of extreme weather events. Forests, which we have long hoped 

will slow the rate of climate change because of their capacity to absorb carbon, are probably emitting more 

CO2 than they absorb, mainly because of the many forest fires, partially induced by climate change, now 

taking place. Meanwhile, emissions are higher than they have ever been before and they continue to rise. 

There was a dip in emissions because of the COVID-19 pandemic, but they rebounded in early 2021. An 

ESCAP study released just before the Glasgow CoP indicated that while momentum was building in the 

Asia-Pacific region with more than 34 carbon neutrality pledges made and counting, the actual 

commitments in Asia-Pacific Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) for 2030 would not deliver on 

those pledges.ii This says something about the promised intent to “build back better”. In fact, many rich 

countries have invested huge amounts to in prop-up their old economies and will want to see a return on 

that investment. It is clear that the Glasgow CoP outcomes do not ensure that the world is on track to 

achieve the goal of limiting global temperature increase to below 1.5 degrees centigrade, instead the 

increase is more like 2.4 degrees according to the Climate Action Trackeriii. The realities of all of this are 

already being experienced by communities around the world, in rich and poor countries, in the shape of 

extreme weather events, droughts, floods, forest fires and the like. All of this 30 years after the Climate 

Change Convention was agreed by world leaders in Rio de Janeiro. The number 26 after “CoP” tells us 

how many years leaders have met – and failed – to keep the promise.  

 

The Glasgow CoP was intended as a clarion call to leaders. It was meant to result in stronger pledges to 

reduce emissions, or limit their growth, to agree clear interim targets (for 2030) and to provide real 

commitments on finance for adaptation and mitigation. In addition, many countries have not developed 

robust plans to deliver on their commitments, and many countries have not written NDCs or carbon 

neutrality pledges into national law, making such commitments more vulnerable to a change in political 

wind, accompanied by a change in commitment to act. We have already seen real evidence of this in many 

countries, including the thought to be “binding” Kyoto Protocol commitments, made in 1997.iv So, 

although we can say that commitment to avoid dangerous climate change is now near universal, 

willingness to act is a more complicated story. No country on the planet has ever achieved prosperity 

without going through a process of industrialization. And many rich countries are cautious in abandoning 

the goose that laid their golden eggs or to direct their citizens to change their behaviour towards low-

carbon choices, especially those with fairly stable, low economic growth rates – many are concerned about 

being perceived to be cutting standards of living or acting in draconian ways. Meanwhile, poor nations 

are reluctant to pursue an unproven (green growth) pathway to prosperity, especially when the promised 

financial support still leans so heavily on the promise, instead of the real results. Also, setting goals for 

2100 or relying on leaps in technological innovation, such as carbon capture and storage, does not help. It 

makes procrastination a tantalizing prospect and gives very little by way of meaningful signals to the 

private sector and its investors. So, the Glasgow CoP was not the ideal moment to ask leaders to step-up  

to the mark, and asking them to commit to stronger goals every year (that is what they will be asked to 

do again at CoP27) may cause some goal fatigue. 
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So much for the bad news, at least for now. One can also look at the Glasgow CoP through a much more 

positive lens and actually draw a great deal of hope from that gathering. Something the United Kingdom 

can look back on with real pride. In spite of all the COVID-19 complications and a one-year delay, the 

conference was held, live, with 120 heads of State and government in attendance, as well as many leaders 

of international organizations, banks, corporates and civil society leaders among the 40,000 delegates. Not 

to mention the hundreds of media representatives. The conference captured real-world attention. It 

sparked support demonstrations around the globe and displayed a very real public concern around climate 

change and our collective failure to prevent the severe consequences associated with it. The Glasgow CoP 

brought the climate crisis back to the centre of attention. Not just during the event itself, but significantly 

also during its many precursors: the General Assembly, G7 and G20 events, and a number of other 

gatherings. 

 

The conference also led to promises of stronger action by a number of countries. Some have argued that 

CoP26 has kept the 1.5 degree goal “within reach”. Significant here is the shifting nature of promises being 

made. As referred to earlier, when the Kyoto Protocol was signed in 1997, it “imposed” legally binding 

targets on a small group of industrialized countries. In 2015, the Paris Agreement gave us NDCs, which 

are not “imposed”, nor are they legally binding, but they are relevant to all countries in the world. In 

Glasgow, those NDCs were very significantly bolstered by a number of impressive commitments made by 

a variety of actors. Several governments made new carbon neutrality commitments, others formed 

alliances that promised to dramatically reduce methane emissions, phase down the use of coal and halt 

deforestation by 2050, to mention just a few. At least as impressive is the growing list of corporates that 

are mirroring the promise made by many countries to be “net zero”, or “net positive” (which sounds much 

better than “net zero”) by 2050 or the decades thereafter, or to set “science-based targets”. Interesting is 

that many of these corporates set such goals not just in relation to their own emissions, but also in terms 

of the energy they use, and the supply chains that feed their businesses. This puts some important writing 

on the wall. If these kinds of promises are being made in a global economy, their impact will also be global. 

One small example, when the United States based company Walmart decided to “go sustainable”, the 

decision affected more than 200,000 suppliers, in literally every corner of the world. Accordingly, whether 

to take climate action will not always be your own decision. 

 

In Glasgow, investors, which collectively holding portfolios said to be worth some $130 trillion, promised 

that these portfolios will be climate neutral by 2050. This means that “cash for carbon” is going to become 

increasingly difficult to come by, as well as increasingly expensive. These investors are responding to a 

number of emerging realities. First and foremost, of course, is the desire to do the right thing by not 

supporting activities that run counter to climate goals and because they themselves are under pressure 

from multiple directions. Financial regulators are defining an investment taxonomy that constrains 

unsustainable investments. Governments are strengthening sustainability reporting rules. Taxation 

systems are being used to penalize, based on carbon content. Some European Union rules on border tax 

adjustments are also moving in that direction. This is in midst of a host of rules and regulations being used 

by governments – some would argue in the absence of political will or ability to take a clear stand − to 

constrain the carbon-intensive economy in favour of a (yet to be defined) green alternative. 

 

So, on balance, the climate action glass is closer to half full, rather than half empty. Apart from the factors 

outlined above, action is being fuelled by some other important and positive developments. First, we have 

made very significant advances towards a carbon neutral energy sector, thanks to very significant 

reductions in the cost of wind and solar energy technology, and some improvements in energy storage 

technology. Second, more and more corporates are motivated in their actions, not only by the desire to 

avoid the risks associated with a carbon intensive business model, but also by the opportunities for growth 

they see in going green. The commitment of Volvo Car Corporation to only sell electric vehicles (EVs) by  
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2030 is a reflection of this, and complements the growth already seen by EV-only brands, such as Xpeng,  

NIO and Tesla. Conglomerates, such as Unilever have committed to being net positive because they see 

climate action – and more broadly the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – as a business opportunity 

 

Worrying from the perspective of the global South is that “he who holds the baton, sets the tune”. While 

there seems to be some increasing focus on fixing the old economy – albeit not enough, there is even less 

focus on setting emerging economies on the “right” path through finance, technology and capacity-

building. Anyone who looks at demographics and projections for economic growth realizes that the future 

lies in the emerging economies of Asia and Africa. While some countries in the Asia-Pacific region, such 

as China and Singapore, are committed to taking domestic action – including carbon pricing – 

independently of international support, many others are not being supported to take the low-emission 

choices towards a greener economic future. As a consequence, they are more likely to lock themselves 

into the conventional pathways that have worked so well for the West, thus increasing the risk that their 

place in the supply chain of conglomerates in the North, will penalize them for the choices for a carbon-

intensive pathway they could not afford to avoid. 
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III. Climate change:  
              far from the only sustainability issue on our minds 

 

 

If the (sustainability) challenge we face is all about bringing prosperity to a growing global population, 

without depleting our natural resources and while respecting the needs of future generations, then climate 

change is definitely not our only concern. As we become richer, more populous, consume more, age (in 

many parts of the world) and urbanize, multiple pressures increase and re-enforce each other. 

 

We see today the evidence that climate change is part of a nexus of interacting challenges related to energy 

prices and security, food security and water scarcity. The need to feed more people from a shrinking area 

of arable land that is increasingly depleted, is a challenge in and of itself. Even if we were to stop throwing 

away (close to) half our food in rich countries and not lose almost half the food in developing countries 

between the fields and consumers, food security would still be a huge challenge. So, while demand 

continues to increase, supply is under pressure.  

 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (GDger in 2020)approximately 

660 million will face hunger in 2030.v  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here the issue is not just the availability of adequate land. Water also plays into the mix. In many parts of 

the world, arable land is being lost to droughts and water shortages, while in other part, harvests are 

increasingly lost due to extreme weather events. As a consequence of this, we are already seeing large 

groups of people on the move, unable to sustain themselves. At the same time, a growing number of 

countries are laying claim to farming land and food production in other countries, either simply because 

of growing demand at home, or because their geography prevents home-grown food as an option. The 

potential for resulting conflict is evident, as is the potential threat to business continuity.  

Figure 1: Number of undernourished people in the world, 2005−2020 

 

       Source: “The state of food security and nutrition in the world 2021: the world is at a critical juncture”.        

      Available at https://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition. 
        

      Note: Projections for 2020 are marked by a dotted line. 
 

https://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition


10 Sustainability: The Race of the Asia-Pacific Region to the Top?   

   

 

 

 

Energy prices and security are also pressing issues. Fossil fuel markets are volatile and unpredictable. 

Energy demand continues to soar as economies grow. For many countries, the cost of importing fossil fuels 

is significant and increasing. For instance, 34 of the 49 countries in the Asia-Pacific region are net 

importers of fuel. The Asia-Pacific region spent $564 billion in 2019 on fuel imports −24 per cent of all 

fuel imports globally. This accounts for 11 per cent of Asia-Pacific merchandise trade, which, although 

lower than the world average, at 12.5 per cent, the highest shares are often held by smaller, vulnerable 

countries, as shown in figure 2. 
 

 
               

 
 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, supply and production uncertainties are increasing, and so are prices. Energy demand is also 

affected by climate policy and the desire to reduce emissions, while the response to climate change is 

creating new demand. As noted earlier, automobile manufacturers are already scaling up electric car 

production, while countries in the region, such as Australia, China, Japan, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea 

and Thailand, are also investing in hydrogen production, to various degrees.vi Beyond the climate, energy, 

food and water nexus, other pressures are driven by our growing populations and wealth. As developing 

countries industrialize rapidly, global demand for material resources will continue to increase 

dramatically. In 2030, it is predicted that some 83 billion tons of minerals, metals and biomass will be 

extracted from the earth: 55 per cent more than in 2010.vii Even if seabed mining (which offers challenges 

of its own) becomes a real and sizable option in the near future, demand for material resources is set to 

increase, while supplies become more and more constrained. How will this impact access and will 

countries begin to protect domestic interests? 

 

Another issue brought to the fore with force again at the climate CoP in Glasgow, is the worrying increase 

in deforestation. Since 1990, it is estimated that 420 million hectares of forest have been lost through 

conversion to  other land use, although the rate of deforestation has decreased over the past three decades. 

Between 2015 and 2020, the rate of deforestation was estimated at 10 million hectares per year, down 

from 16 million hectares per year in the 1990s. The area of primary forest worldwide has decreased by 

more than 80 million hectares since 1990. The conversion of forests for commercial agriculture purposes 

(primarily cattle ranching and cultivation of soya bean and oil palm) accounted for 60 per cent of tropical 

deforestation between 2013 and 2019 – of which 69 per cent of it was for domestic consumption and 31 
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Figure 2: Top 20 countries most dependent on fuel imports in the Asia-Pacific region 

 

 

Source: United Nations (2019). UN Comtrade Database. Available at https://comtrade.un.org/2019. 
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per cent was for exports, while 69 per cent of all commercial conversion was actually illegal under existing 

national laws and regulations.viii 

 

The decline in biodiversity and ecosystems is making natural resources scarcer and more expensiveix 

Obviously, these trends are worrying enough from an environmental perspective, but they also have 

serious consequences for business continuity and all that flows from this. 

 

Although climate change is the issue that is grabbing the headlines, and provoking the strongest public 

concern, it is important to recognize the broader spectrum of global trends: how they interact and how 

they are likely to affect our societies and economies, if ignored or inadequately addressed. At the same 

time, we must be cognisant of the fact that taking corrective measures will have both positive and negative 

consequences for those same societies and economies. If − for example − we increase the cost of fossil fuels, 

that will help to reduce emissions, but it will also push up the cost to companies and consumers. On the 

other hand, energy price increases can lead to the emergence of a host of new business models around 

energy services, renewable energy, energy efficiency, equipment leasing and the like. One “man’s” loss is 

another “man’s” gain, as the saying goes. 
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IV. What defines success? 
 

 

Most of the parameters and indicators we use today to measure success focus on economic and financial 

performance, whether it relates to a country or a company. Yardsticks, such as gross domestic product 

(GDP) per capita, gross national income, cash return to shareholders, or earnings before interest, taxes, 

depreciation, and amortization (EBITDA) tell us a lot about how much wealth is being created, but little 

about how we are doing in terms of promoting prosperity. Similarly, categorizing a country as higher-

middle income or the like, actually says very little about the prosperity of the country, very little about, 

for instance, their performance when it comes to dealing with “grey rhino” challenges, such as COVID-

19 or climate changex and little or nothing about the sustainability (financially, socially and 

environmentally) of a country’s journey. 

 

The parameters we currently use to measure success, basically put a great deal of value creation outside 

the box. What if we were to replace “higher-middle Income” by “progress towards SDG attainment”? 

What could that do to determine concessional finance eligibility in a different way? What if investors 

were to look at “societal value created” instead of “cash return to shareholders”? What would that do for 

capital investment eligibility? If there is any truth in the saying that “business cannot succeed in a society 

that fails”xi then surely, we should be looking at value creation more broadly and factoring this into 

financial reporting rules, how we allocate finance and how we measure success. 
 

The Forum for the Future argues that we should look beyond financial capital as the sole yardstick for 

success and instead, focus on five capitals: manufactured; social; human; natural; and financial capital as a 

basic concept for understanding sustainability in terms of the economic concept of wealth creation or 

“capital”. It poses that “any organization will use five types of capital to deliver its products or services. A 

sustainable organization will maintain and where possible enhance these stocks of capital assets, rather 

than deplete or degrade them”.xii  

 

Many have sought to express value creation more holistically and to provide reporting standards that 

reflect this. Interesting work has been done by the International Integrated Reporting Coalition, a global 

coalition of regulators, investors, companies, standard setters, the accounting 

profession, academia and non-governmental organizations. Together, this coalition shares the view that 

communication about value creation, preservation or erosion is the next step in the evolution of corporate 

reporting.xiii The same could be argued for countries. The downside of all of these initiatives to define and 

report value creation more broadly is that they have resulted in a plethora of reporting standards and 

requirements in the context of international organizations, such as the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, multilateral treaties, market mechanisms, such as emissions trading, the Dow 

Johns Sustainability Index, and national and regional reporting requirements, which are confusing to 

many and practically useful to few. 

 

Where can we find a framework that broadly allows us to take stock of development in an integrated 

manner and as a basis not only to track progress, but more importantly, to define which investments will 

bring the most benefits towards holistic sustainable development? Why not the SDGs? They were defined 

exactly for that purpose. They define desired outcomes broadly, signify impact from multiple perspectives, 

can “easily” be superimposed on the logical governance frameworks of most countries and enjoy universal 

support. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Developmentxiv, adopted by all United Nations Member States 

in 2015, provides a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the 

future. At its heart are the 17 SDGs, an urgent call for action by all countries - developed and developing  
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- in a global partnership. They are based on the view that ending poverty and other deprivations must go 

hand-in-hand with strategies that improve health and education, reduce inequality and spur economic 

growth – all while tackling climate change and working to preserve our oceans and forests.xv  
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V. Plotting a sensible course      

     requires an understanding of     

     risks and opportunities 
 

 

Obviously, climate change and the other global challenges mentioned earlier are a concern to us all. 

Although economic growth and poverty eradication remain the top priority for most in the Asia-Pacific 

region, severe impacts of climate change will affect all countries and the effects could well reverse hard-

won gains in terms of food security, water security, health and the like, while at the same time, economies 

are vulnerable to the consequences of unsustainable growth. Clearly, there is a pressing need to understand 

the challenges we face. Which of the global trends are most relevant to your country, how likely are they 

to occur, what could be the effects (impact) of the response to them (both positive and negative) and when 

are potential threats likely to become relevant? 

 

As an example, we have a fairly good general understanding of the possible impacts of severe climate 

change on our countries. Less comprehensive is our understanding of how wide ranging the associated 

risks and impacts could be. Taken at face value, based on the KPMG 2021 “CEO Outlook Pulse Survey”xvi, 

one could be tempted to think that environmental/climate risk is only one of many worries CEO’s (and 

country leaders) have. In fact, environment and climate (or more broadly sustainability) are embedded in 

almost every risk CEO’s worry about. Policies to address unsustainable business practices affect tax risk. 

The desire to monitor climate action creates regulatory risk. The impacts of climate change are causing 

supply chain risk. The same holds true for operational risk. The list goes on. The point here is that a 

comprehensive understanding of risk and the response to risks by you, your companies, competitors, 

clients and suppliers is critical. These are the realities that come with a global economy in which almost 

everything is linked. 

 

So, is addressing sustainability all about risk? Do we just need to understand risk and take corrective 

measures? Probably, the only positive effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is that it has shown us that a 

disruptive crisis can lead to new prospects and innovations. Sectors have suffered, such as tourism, but 

others have gained, such as digital services. New products and services have made their way into markets. 

The same holds true for the response to climate change and the desire to become more sustainable. 

Suppliers that meet the sustainability criteria of their customers conquer markets. Customers who invest 

in the future of their suppliers are building relationships that last. Countries in the region are already 

riding the wave of growing markets for wind, solar and energy storage technology. 

In 2016, many business leaders from around the world formed the Business and Sustainable Development 

Commission (BSDC). Perhaps partially fuelled by the fear that the SDGs would be seen by business as yet 

another set of “not so business relevant” objectives, the Commission set-out to make a powerful case —

supported by sound evidence, rigorous research and compelling real-world examples — as to why business 

leaders should seize upon sustainable development as the greatest opportunity of a lifetime. Their work 

resulted, among other things, in Better Business, Better World,xvii the Commission flagship report, released 

on 16 January 2017. In the report, “Valuing the SDG prize: unlocking business opportunities to accelerate 

sustainable and inclusive growth” xviii the value of business opportunities across four key systems: food; 

cities; energy and materials; and health and well-being is quantified. 
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Across the four industry systems, AlphaBeta, which conducted the research [to support the report], finds 

60 opportunities that could be worth collectively more than $12 trillion annually by 2030. While this is 

based on revenue and savings rather than value added, it represents approximately 10 per cent of the 

global GDP forecast for 2030. The 15 largest opportunities account for more than half of this prize. These 

are (1) affordable housing, (2) circular models in automobiles, (3) improving energy efficiency in buildings, 

(4) expansion of renewables, (5) circular models in appliances, (6) risk pooling in health care, (7) remote 

patient monitoring, (8) reducing food waste in the value chain, (9) forest ecosystem services, (10) circular 

models in electronics, (11) telehealth, (12) electric and hybrid vehicles, (13) improving energy efficiency 

in non-energy intensive industries, (14) low-income food markets and (15) energy storage systems. 

The geographic distribution of these SDG business opportunities depends on the industry system. Overall, 

more than half of the value of the opportunities in each industry system will be generated in developing 

countries. 

The identified SDG-related business opportunities could also create almost 380 million jobs by 2030, 

which is more than 10 per cent of the projected labour force for that year. Almost one fifth of the total 

employment potential – approximately 70 million jobs – comes from just one opportunity: affordable 

housing. The SDG prize report suggests that almost 90 per cent of jobs will be created in developing 

countries, including 23 per cent in Africa and 59 percent in developing Asian countries.  

Substantial investment will be needed to capture the SDG opportunities. Based on research for the report, 

the total annual investment required for the 60 opportunities across the four systems is estimated to reach 

approximately $4 trillion. Though these investment costs are extensive, more than $20 trillion in 

sustainable investment assets are under management globally already, and the size of this asset pool is 

increasing rapidly. While the global supply of capital will certainly be adequate to achieve these business 

opportunities, it will be challenging to ensure that the investment reaches the regions where it is most 

needed, especially in the developing world. Beyond capital investment, there will need to be additional 

radical departures from current approaches. The largest required shifts are in engaging with public policy 

and product innovation.xix 

Countries, companies and people adjusting to change around them is nothing new. We do it all the time, 

as necessity dictates or opportunity occurs. We all know the joke that the stone age did not end because 

the stones were finished. Anticipating change, planning ahead and building economies that are future-fit 

is more of a challenge. Partly because change is not always good for powerful interests, which like things 

just the way they are. But as indicated in the SDG prize report, the sustainability challenges and goals are 

creating real and meaningful opportunities to capitalize on positive opportunities to make that work in 

pursuit of sustainable development. To shape a new vision of value. 

But how? Where can leaders focus in shaping a vision that aligns strong growth with sustainable 

development. How can we deepen our understanding of risks and opportunities? What is the role of 

government and where can international organizations extend support? Where does the private sector 

play a role? Perhaps most importantly: how can this be an urgent yet manageable transition for and by 

people? 
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VI. What now? 
 

 

If climate change and the other sustainability-related trends referred to earlier create both opportunities 

and threats for countries in the Asia-Pacific region, the question is what should be done. Not every country 

in the region is equally equipped or for that matter advanced when it comes to integrating sustainability 

related issues into policymaking. A thousand useful things can and should be done, but let’s start with a 

few suggestions. All will be relevant to none, but hopefully a few to some. 

1. Assess potential impact of climate change and related sustainability trends and develop 

response strategies, including the National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA) 

A first critical step is to ensure that there is a solid understanding of the potential impact of climate 

change and other trends on the countries in the region. Especially in the context of climate change 

and related trends, a great deal of work has been done by IPCC and the United Nations Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR). Most of this work is, however, not country specific. Having said 

this, there is a growing group of countries that have assessed their vulnerability to the impacts of 

climate change; 101 countries globally, including 20 least developed countriesxx have prepared 

disaster risk preparedness strategies in accordance with the Sendai Frameworkxxi and more than 30 

countries and regions, including eight Asia-Pacific countries – have prepared plans to address 

climate change adaptation and resilience (National Adaptation Plans).xxii The Philippines is a 

notable example of the latter.xxiii 

Member countries of ESCAP countries may wish to task the secretariat, working with UNDRR on 

risk-related issues, to prepare an assessment of the regional status of National Adaptation 

Programmes of Action and Disaster Risk Preparedness Strategies (building on the Asia-Pacific 
Disaster Report 2021xxiv), facilitate peer learning among countries and assist in the enhancement or 

development of plans upon request of national governments. This can lead to targeted efforts to 

mobilize funding for implementation using domestic resources and drawing on the support of the 

Green Climate Fund, the Adaptation Fund, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the other 

similar entities.  

Such an exercise can also serve as a comprehensiveness check of the status of existing NAPAs. 

Experience shows that sometimes these programmes are not integrated into broader economic 

planning and have not been shaped based on input from all relevant ministries. 

2. Understand the potential consequences for the country of economic measures taken by 

other countries in the context of climate change action 

A second critical step is to understand how countries in the region may be affected by the climate 

change and sustainability strategies of countries and companies outside the Asia and the Pacific 

region. For example, if the European Union (and other regional integration organizations or 

countries) were to introduce border tax adjustments in the context of the climate actin plans, how 

would this impact the economies of countries in the Asia and the Pacific Region?xxv 

Equally the policies that countries implement at home to reduce the carbon content of products, 

set emission standards for vehicles or ensure responsible sourcing, have an impact beyond borders.  
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For example, the vehicle emission standards set by the European Union, immediately affects 

manufacturers and indeed standard setters abroad. 

At the same time, climate action and other international efforts to address global issues can 

represent an important source of investment (or revenue). For example, the climate change regime 

has created a global carbon market that can be used to attract foreign capital to achieve domestic 

emission reduction efforts, and within this, regional and country-based emissions trading schemes 

have been created. A percentage of the revenue generated by the offsets created in the global 

scheme (known as Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) credits) in turn feeds the Adaptation 

Fund and other financial mechanisms available to different groups of countries. For various reasons, 

the amounts generated for the Adaptation Fund, as an example, have been only $211 million to 

date.xxvi However, the total value of the global carbon market – such as those in Europe, North 

America and now in China and beyond was estimated at a record $272 billion in 2020 by financial 

analysis company Refinitivxxvii. Allocating just 2 per cent of this value to funds, such as the 

Adaptation Fund could, therefore, potentially raise more than $5 billion. 

3. Assess the impact on the economy of sustainability related measures being taken by 

foreign corporate partners and in international markets 

If companies headquartered outside the region decide on net-zero climate goals, how could this 

affect suppliers in the ESCAP region? More broadly the question is how many countries and 

companies in the region will be affected by the sustainability strategies of others. We have already 

seen significant trends around sustainable sourcing of beef, soy and palm oil, sustainable fisheries 

and forest products, responsible mining practice and so forth. 

Member countries of ESCAP may wish to task the secretariat to conduct  an assessment of the 

potential economic impact of the climate change and sustainability impact of countries and 

companies outside the region on different sectors of their economies. 

The potential outcome of this could be a focused programme of action to ensure not only a solid 

understanding of potential sustainability-related trends and policies on countries in the region, but 

more significantly, to define response strategies that align with sustainability trends and turn them 

into a competitive advantage. This could be supported by ESCAP, working with other United 

Nations commissions and associations of market players, such as the Consumer Goods Forum.xxviii 

4. Define the potential to reduce emissions/achieve carbon neutrality and identify related 

benefits in terms of cost reduction 

 

In the context of their contributions to international efforts to address climate change under the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), virtually every country 

has prepared (multiple) plans to reduce its emissions. Most recently, countries were asked to 

enhance their national ambitions in the run-up to CoP26 (and most did so, as shown in figure 3) 

and they will be asked to do this again for CoP27.  
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Many countries, including approximately one third of the countries in the Asia-Pacific region that 

submitted NDCs prior to CoP26,xxix have made a distinction in their plans to specify what they can 

do under their own “steam” versus what can be achieved if international support (finance, 

technology and capacity-building) is provided. This is important because it covers more specificity 

how ambitions can be realized. 

 

The question remains as to what extent these plans –NDCs – are motivated by the desire to identify 

cost-effective pathways for emission reductions, or by the desire to achieve economic growth and 

poverty eradication while contributing to an ambitious reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. This 

might seem like two different ways to ask the same question, but it is not. Most strategies to reduce 

emissions seek to identify what can be done in which time frame and at what cost. The critical 

question being asked less often is how can emission reductions contribute towards strong and 

sustainable growth and how can national efforts build (climate) resilience. 

 

To (once again) oversimplify, most business leaders define what they do from three perspectives: 

growth; efficiency; and brand value. The thee questions political leaders may wish to use in defining 

their SDG strategies are the following: 

 

• How can the strategy contribute to the country’s growth through sustainability-related 

innovation?xxx 

 

• How can the country achieve cost efficiency (and cost reductions) in areas such as energy, 

water, transport, agriculture and supply chain management?xxxi 

 

• How important is the sustainability-related credibility of the country relevant to its status 

               Source: ESCAP, and others (2021), Is 1.5°C within Reach for the Asia-Pacific Region? Ambition and Potential of NDC    
              Commitments of the Asia-Pacific Countries, methodology annex (ST/ESCAP/2979).  
 

              Notes: NDCs; Nationally Determined Contributions; INDC, Intended Nationally Determine Contributions, GtCO2E,   

              global annual carbon dioxide emissions. 

 

Figure 3 Status of Asia-Pacific Nationally Determined Contributions submissions and their     

              greenhouse gas emissions share (GtCO2e), January 2022 
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internationally and the willingness of other countries (and companies) to transact with the 

concerned country? 

 

In answering these questions, suggestion number 1 is of key importance. 

 

5. Create national partnerships to assess barriers to investment in climate and sustainability 

solutions 

 

Mobilizing the resources needed to make sustainability-related investments is often a challenge, 

especially when technology is new, markets are small, risks are high and return is uncertain. Often, 

many of these barriers can be addressed, or at least reduced, by removing non-financial barriers to 

an undertaking. Many times, such barriers are best understood at the local level, by the people (and 

organizations) most directly affected by them. It is, therefore, important to encourage and empower 

local government to build (green deal) partnerships with civil society organizations, businesses and 

knowledge providers. Many examples of such initiatives have occurred in the ESCAP region. For 

example, in India, there are innovative examples of small-scale solar energy projects that have been 

assessed to enhance social mobilization, community empowerment and sustainability.xxxii 

Bangladesh is famous for its efforts to bring sanitation to and reduce poverty in low-income 

communities through microfinance; the country is now implementing similar initiatives for 

renewable energyxxxiii, the Philippines has community initiatives around adaptation in partnership 

with GGGIxxxiv. “Musrenbang” provides a mechanism for each community in Indonesia to have 

discussions on development planning so that civil societies and governments can exchange 

information on climate action ideas and implementation.xxxv Outside the region, the Netherlands 

has created the “Green New Deal” programme, which has spawned hundreds of partnerships 

involving local governments, businesses and knowledge institutions.xxxvi  

 

6. Task the finance ministry, working with financial sector partners, to define and 

implement risk reduction solutions (both financial and non-financial) 

 

Globally, the availability of capital is not the main barrier to green investments. The first obstacle 

is often the ability to frame a project proposal in a way that it meets the requirements of potential 

investors. Then, there may be barriers that relate to local content requirements and the like. On 

both the financial- and non-financial side, it is critical to understand what stands in the way of a 

risk, rate of return and size of market perspective that can be made to work.xxxvii 

 

Several initiatives are being taken to address financial and non-financial barriers to sustainable 

development initiatives. For example, multilateral development banks (and other development 

finance partners) have taken initiatives to provide blended finance a (mix of grants, concessional 

finance and regular loans) and risk reduction instruments. In addition, the volume of green 

investment initiatives are increasing significantly. And then there is, of course. the CoP26 

commitment by many investors to make their portfolios carbon neutral by 2050. 

 

Having said this, more can be done by the multilateral development banks and other development 

finance partners. Some experts have argued that, for instance, rather than creating new funds or 

initiatives, mainstreaming climate change needs (to create more fiscal space) into existing lending 

instruments or debt sustainability frameworks or even credit rating agency assessments, is 

crucial.xxxviii 

 

Furthermore, another barrier is often the lack of resources and skills to frame potential 



20 Sustainability: The Race of the Asia-Pacific Region to the Top?   

   

 

 

sustainability initiatives in a way that is acceptable to potential investors and to take projects 

through the difficult pre-feasibility phase. Fortunately, a growing number of initiatives are being 

implemented to assist in the development of bankable project proposals and to help in accessing 

resources, for example from the Green Climate Fund. 

 

It is, therefore, critical that multilateral banks, finance (and strategy) ministries, and national 

planning agencies are fully engaged in the many international processes related to sustainability in 

order to understand the institutional landscape and lead strategies to access both domestic and 

international finance, and address the non-financial barriers that stand in the way of more 

sustainable solutions. 

 

7. Task the ministry of strategy or national planning agency to fully integrate the Sustainable 

Development Goals into the multi-year planning process 

More broadly, these points raise the question to what extent the SDGs have been integrated into 

national decision-making, especially in cases in which major governmental programmes and 

investments are concerned.xxxix As mentioned earlier, current metrics for measuring economic 

success lack a broader perspective on value creation. Can the SDGs and their underpinning 

indicators offer a comprehensive framework for assessing opportunities for more sustainable 

growth decision-making, while boosting national benefits and contributing to the achievement of 

the global goals? Countries, both in and outside the region, such as Fijixl and the United Arab 

Emiratesxli, have developed broader-based green growth strategies that are projected to bring 

stronger growth than conventional approaches, also in terms of economic growth. 

If sustainable development has such obvious advantages, one cannot help but wonder why it is not 

already the chosen pathway globally. Issues related to vested interests, the desire to bolster the 

economy that has taken a country to where it is, and the desire to maximize current competitive 

advantages  present many barriers that stand in the way of sustainable choices. While some of these 

barriers are financial, more are of a non-financial in nature and many of the financial barriers can 

be (partially) addressed through non-financial solutions. 

What does this mean? To oversimplify, a decision on where to invest (or not) is determined by 

three factors: risk; rate of return; and size of market. The question then is what can be done to 

influence these factors positively to the advantage of a country. Many of the non-financial barriers 

related to risk deal with creditors’ risk appetite and the investment climate of a country. With 

regard to the latter, while the Doing Business Index of the World Bank has recently been 

discontinued for various important reasonsxlii, there is a strong view by investors that it needs to be 

“easy” to do business in countries, based on various, often measurable metrics. What can be done 

to reduce risk by removing investment barriers of a non-financial nature? The aforementioned 

2011 Netherlands Green New Deal focused on identifying barriers and reducing them, without any 

kind of financial support involved. Many barriers were regulatory or dealt with inefficiency or lack 

of digitalization, for instance. Obviously, there are also measures of a financial nature that can be 

taken to reduce risk. Some examples are the mobilization of matching domestic finance, price 

guarantees, risk reduction instruments, blended finance and grants. 

Most - if not all - of the options here have a positive influence on the rate of return offered by an 

investment. However, in many smaller economies and in the context of niche investments, such as 

small-scale off-grid energy projects, size of market – as well as the size of the investment related to 

investor’s broader portfolios − is also of critical importance.xliii Some inspiring examples of how to 

address this challenge have their origins in India. For example, the International Solar Alliance is 
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supporting its member countries by first pooling or putting in a cluster for the application of certain 

technologies (for example solar water pumps) across multiple projects and countries. This obviously 

offers the supplier of the technologies a large market, which is more lucrative. The Alliance then 

works with suppliers to understand how the offer of a sizable market and guaranteed demand can 

help to reduce the cost of technology.  

Understanding what can be done to reduce risk, enhance return and bring impact at scale must be 

a country-specific undertaking. This also holds true for the mirror-image: a growth strategy framed 

towards achieving the SDG’s. In the nexus of policy, finance and technology, some key regional 

players, such as ESCAP, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)xliv, ADB and the Asian 

Institute of Technology (AIT)xlv can support this endeavour. 

8. Instruct all ministries to develop strategies to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 

relevant to their domain 

 

The 17 SDGs cut across all aspects of our lives. Very few if any of the Goals can be addressed (and 

achieved) within the domain of a single ministry. An action in response to one goal can have 

positive impacts on several others. Bringing (renewable) energy to a village could help to meet a 

climate/energy goal, while at the same time allowing children to study in the evenings, run the 

refrigerator of the local clinic and power the sewing machines of village entrepreneurs. A 100 km 

tarmac road is an infrastructure solution that takes children to school, women to maternity clinics 

(on time) and vegetables to markets before they spoil. Consequently, the previous recommendation 

(integrate the SDGs into the national planning process) can only be achieved if this is a “whole of 

government exercise” that cuts across the domains of ministries. Actions and benefits must be 

defined across domains and implementation of related initiative must be everyone’s challenge. All 

too often the sustainable development challenge struggles to be truly embraced beyond the portals 

of the environment ministry, which often translates into a very small tail trying to wag a very large 

dog. 

 

Within Asia and the Pacific, a recent ESCAP study indicates that very few countries in the region, 

6 to 8 per cent, are coordinating sufficiently nationally, especially at the head of State level, and 

the ones that are doing it tend to be relatively high-income countries, such as Australia, Japan, New 

Zealand and the Republic of Korea. With regard to local actions, approximately 58 per cent of the 

countries have no local-level coordination mechanisms – with only 14 countries assigning 

responsibilities to local governments, and three countries having regular coordination across 

municipalities.xlvi This evidence suggests coordination requires significant attention in the region. 

 

9. Integrate a Sustainable Development Goals assessment into all public procurement 

programmes and into investment decision-making 

 

Approximately thirty years ago, it was a real change to get painters and decorators in the 

Netherlands to work with water-based paint. They were sure it would drip off the walls, not last 

as long as other paint and be impossible to sell to customers. The change happened when the 

Government, a major player when it came to maintenance of public buildings, decided only to 

contract painters and decorators trained in working with water-based paint. Similarly, the Dutch 

railway company’s decision to allow contractors to charge more if they meet climate and 

sustainability goals has led to something that now shows that spending a little more can actually 

save money.xlvii 
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The point here is that public procurement is potentially a very powerful instrument in terms of 

driving the right choices. Initially paying more for sustainability may be a hard sell, but integrating 

“contributions to achieve the SDGs” into tender documents can set an important ball rolling, in 

terms of how we look at the value an undertaking creates. 
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