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This year Ministers will take part in a series of inter-related UN global negotiations on 

new international frameworks to address climate change and sustainable international 

development.
1
 

 

The UK must rapidly consider its position on the financial arrangements that underpin 

these agreements. This briefing is intended to inform this thinking. 

 

 High-carbon development activity represents a threat to the achievement of 

international development goals. Unless growth in both industrialised and 

industrialising economies becomes less polluting, climate change will worsen and 

set back development. For example, climate impacts risk worsening food and water 

security, damaging major infrastructure, and raising the risk of violence and conflict. 

 

 There are few items of climate spending that will not be beneficial to economic 

development and there are few areas of development spending that will not have a 

climate change dimension over time.
2
  That’s because the practical reality of 

addressing climate change is about cleaning up development through shifting patterns 

of public and private investment globally. Similarly, responding to climate change 

impacts - by adapting and building resilience - is about avoiding the worst impacts of 

climate change disasters like extreme weather events and chronic food & water 

insecurity.  

 

 It is therefore helpful to think of climate decisions as development decisions, to 

stress the synergies between climate change progress and development progress, 

and to work to ensure all development spend is aligned with strategies on climate 

change. As the debate surrounding the global talks on Financing For Development, 

the Sustainable Development Goals and COP21 demonstrate, this is not yet widely 

understood. There should be a new focus on articulating what climate-friendly and 

climate-proofed development outcomes looks like – for example, by clarifying which 

sort of projects on health, air quality, water, agriculture and energy should be 

encouraged and which should not. This is not simply about communicating what 

“climate finance” actually is (although this is important) but it is also a policy question 
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as the quality of climate projects varies wildly. A focus on what good quality climate 

finance outcomes would look like will be more constructive than abstract arguments 

over aspirations for quantities of public finance for target dates in the future. Even the 

best intentioned industrialised country will never make these sorts of commitments. 

 

 The most substantial aspect of the Copenhagen Accord, the agreement that was 

reached at the UN summit in 2009, recognised the need for flows of ‘climate 

finance’ to total $100 billion a year by 2020. It acknowledged, “This funding will 

come from a wide variety of sources, public and private, bilateral and multilateral, 

including alternative sources of finance.”
3
 Most investment in climate progress will 

not be driven by public money from overseas aid budgets but instead through private 

investment. Where public money is used to support projects, there should be an effort to 

ensure this can also unlock further private investment. But how these private capital 

flows are directed (whether into high or low-carbon economic activity) will be heavily 

influenced by regulatory and carbon pricing regimes, as well as the behaviour of 

national finance ministries, multilateral development banks, and national central banks. 

Engaging these institutions and ensuring their strategies are aligned with globally 

agreed climate goals will be crucial in achieving any long-term decarbonisation 

objectives agreed at COP21 in December 2015, or SDGs agreed at the UN development 

summit in September 2015. Development projects that are clearly at odds with climate 

progress and therefore with development objectives too – for example, the construction 

of unabated coal-fired energy generation – should not be eligible for any public support. 

European governments could use their influence in the AIIB to extend the position they 

have already begun adopting in other multilateral fora of refusing to support the dirtiest 

coal-fired energy projects.
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 In spite of this, ahead of COP21, there is a need for industrialised economies in 

Europe to publicly outline a clear settlement on public funding to support climate 

change adaptation in those countries that are particularly vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change because for these programmes it will not be possible to 

rely solely on private sector investment alone. Clarifying this early could help build 

trust between Europe and vulnerable developing countries in the UNFCCC 

negotiations, and show a willingness to recognise that not all climate finance will be 

private and vulnerable country governments need to know what financial support will 

be available to them in order that they can realise their national adaptation plans. 

 

 Through its management of overseas development assistance, the government 

should strive to identify and increase the share of the funding that is for those win-

win areas that both drive climate progress whilst simultaneously supporting 

achievement of other benefits that the Sustainable Development Goals identify as 

priorities. For the few areas of international development spending that are largely 

unrelated to climate change – for example, education spend – government should 

guarantee that these public funding streams are not going to be reduced as the call for 

climate-related spending intensifies. Over the longer term, as the challenge presented by 

rising global temperatures increases, government should recognise more development 

assistance is likely to be required. Europe has historically led the international debate on 
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what innovative new sources of funding could contribute towards the public share of the 

funding generated over and above existing ODA, and there is strong civil society 

support for raising this extra funding through charges on polluters – for example, 

through revenues from the European Emissions Trading Scheme.  

 

 For developing countries to progress with their adaptation plans, but also to lower 

the carbon output of their development pathways, there is a need for predictability 

about what support they will receive, and transparency over whether this funding 

is money that they were not expecting to receive anyway. Whilst clearly no 

government is about to start writing a future governments’ budget, developing countries 

in the negotiations are seeking a commitment to regular reviews of financial support in 

the years following 2020. 


