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Abstract
Despite the heightened attention to climate change and sustainable development initiatives by governments, civil society 
groups, and private companies in the USA and worldwide, the international community is confronted with a question that 
has existed since the 1992 Earth Summit: how can we pay for it all? To better understand this climate change and sustain-
able development goals (SDGs) funding dilemma, there needs to be greater clarity around four climate change investment 
and finance-related questions that are frequently absent or inadequately addressed in the academic and policy literature. 
Firstly, what are or should be the boundaries of climate change investment and finance when the problem of climate change 
becomes impossible to separate from biodiversity, land use management, and other dilemmas related to the broader SDGs? 
Secondly, how we should define and what constitutes “adequate” financial resources to address the climate change and SDGs 
dilemmas on the global level? Thirdly, why is it important to close the gap between climate change adaptation and mitigation 
funding levels? Finally, what role should the private sector and business actors play in terms of climate change investment 
and finance issues? In addition to achieving greater clarity around these four issue areas, I argue in this article that three 
questions are likely to shape the future success (or failure) of the global climate change investment and finance architecture. 
One, what is likely path of the United Nations as a global climate change/sustainability governance institution? Two, will the 
emerging Green New Deal model in the USA and in other countries actually materialize? Three, what is the future outlook 
for “market-fixing” sustainability-driven enterprises?
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Introduction

The late Monty Hempel once observed that the presiden-
tial governance of Donald Trump has produced “a growing 
crisis of legitimacy” regarding the future of democracy and 
sustainability, a situation he described as the “politics of 
environmental disruptions” (Hempel 2018 p. 183). More 
than three years later, the global COVID-19 pandemic, cou-
pled with lackluster global and national leadership in many 
countries, has led to an unimaginable degree of legitimacy 
crisis in the way climate change and other global environ-
mental issues are governed. As this post-COVID-19 global 
environmental governance landscape moves to 2022 and 
beyond, central to the global legitimacy crisis continues to 

be the way the international community finances climate 
change and SDG solutions in the USA and worldwide.

In the case of the USA, climate change is intensifying 
drought and seasonal variability in temperature, putting a lot of 
pressure on state governments to invest in policy measures to 
address water scarcity and electric grid resiliency. Four months 
after more than 100 people died in Texas during a February 
2021 storm that crippled the power grid as demand for heat 
increased at the same time as electrical plants went offline, a 
record-breaking heatwave struck in June 2021 impacting Texas 
and the Western United States, which is already facing the 
worst drought in two decades and causing enormous pressure 
on the electrical grids stressed by a spike in air-conditioning 
and consumer energy demand (Kasakove 2021).

In the global context, to understand how and why policy 
lever the international community uses to finance climate 
change and SDG solutions represent such a critical legiti-
macy crisis, we need to start with the recognition that tra-
ditional national government-led development assistance 
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programs have always been non-binding “voluntary” pledges 
from the wealthy OECD bloc of countries in North America, 
Europe, and East Asia to finance climate change and SDG 
activities as well as fund the operations of the United Nations 
(UN), World Bank, and other related international organiza-
tions (e.g., International Committee of the Red Cross, UN 
Environment, UN Development Program). At the 1992 U.N. 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), or 
more popularly known as the Earth Summit, the late Maurice 
Strong, the UNCED Secretary General, defined one of the 
“success” markers at the international environmental confer-
ence “as a minimum of an extra $10 billion a year of ‘new 
money’ from Western countries to finance summit commit-
ments in the Third World” (Pearce 1992 p. 4).

While mechanisms for additional funding were announced 
at UNCED, including the launch of a new financing mecha-
nism (Global Environment Facility1), only about $2 billion in 
“additional” funding were allocated, far short of the $125 bil-
lion extra funding (beyond existing development assistance 
funding levels) that was needed (Davidson 1992). Although 
there has always been a gap between what the international 
community needs and what the international community has 
in terms of available resources, the gap in climate change 
investment and finance appears to be widening dramatically. 
Meeting the goals of the Paris Climate Agreement is likely to 
cost over $12 trillion over the next 25 years, with an annual 
gap of $2.5 trillion in financing sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) between 2015 and 2030 (UN 2014).

To address the growing concern of an ever-increasing cli-
mate change and SDG financial obligations, the G-7 coun-
tries, for instance, have taken a number of measures, including 
the group’s environment ministers’ agreement to phase out 
new direct government support for “carbon-intensive interna-
tional fossil fuel energy” in May 2021 and the group’s finance 
ministers’ agreement to require companies to disclose their 
climate-related risks in their financial statements in June 2021 
(McDonnell 2021). While these measures will no doubt help 
climate change and SDG financing indirectly (e.g., by reduc-
ing climate-related risks in investment and project financing), 
Mitchell et al. (2021) estimate that if one were to analyze the 
progress made since the pledge at the 2009 United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Con-
ference in Copenhagen (and affirmed in the 2015 Paris Climate 
Agreement) by developed countries to mobilize $100 billion in 
climate finance, only $43 billion or less than half in “new and 
additional” total development finance (including flows from 
official aid, multilateral contributions, and less-concessional 
finance, including export credits) has materialized.

Moreover, if one were to assess which developed countries 
have contributed their “fair share” of the total climate finance 
contribution since the 2009 UNFCCC Conference, Colen-
brander et al. (2021) argue that France and Germany are paying 
their fair share of climate finance, while the USA contributed 
just 7% of its fair share in 2017–2018. If one used a more strin-
gent definition of climate finance, Colenbrander et al. (2021) 
estimate that Germany, Japan, and the UK are paying 40–45% 
of their fair share, while Australia, Canada, and the USA con-
tributed less than 5% of their fair share in 2017–2018.

Despite greater attention to climate change and sustainable 
development initiatives by national governments, civil society 
groups, and private companies, the international community 
is confronted with a critical question which has existed since 
the 1992 Earth Summit: how can we pay for it all? To better 
understand this funding dilemma, there needs to be greater 
clarity around four climate change investment and finance-
related issue areas that are frequently absent or inadequately 
addressed in the academic and policy literature. Firstly, what 
are the boundaries of climate change finance and investment 
when the problem of climate change as environmental sci-
ence dilemma is almost impossible to separate from biodi-
versity, land use management, and other global environmental 
issues? Secondly, what constitutes “enough” or “adequate” 
financial resources to address the climate change dilemma on 
the global level? Thirdly, how do we close the gap between 
climate change adaptation and mitigation funding? Finally, 
what role should the private sector and business actors play 
in terms of climate change investment and finance?

In addition to achieving greater clarity around these four 
issue areas, I argue in this article that three questions are 
likely to shape the future success (or failure) of the global 
climate change investment and finance architecture. One, 
what is likely path of the United Nations as a global climate 
change/sustainability governance institution? Two, will the 
emerging Green New Deal model in the USA and in other 
countries actually materialize? Three, what is the future out-
look for “market-fixing” sustainability-driven enterprises?

Conceptualizing the boundaries of climate 
change as a global sustainability dilemma 
in the era of the Anthropocene2

Three years ago, Europe turned into a “modern-day version 
of the biblical plagues” with cows dying from a drought in 
Switzerland, fires engulfing forests in Sweden, and record 
temperatures being recorded in Spain and Portugal in the 

1 According to Global Environment Facility (https:// www. thegef. org/ 
about- us), Global Environment Facility “has provided over $17.9 bil-
lion in grants and mobilized an additional $93.2 billion in co-financ-
ing for more than 4500 projects in 170 countries” since 1992.

2 According to Steffen et al. (2015), Paul Crutzen proposed in 2000 
that Earth had left the Holocene period and has entered a new geolog-
ical epoch, the Anthropocene, driven by the impact of human activi-
ties on the Earth System.
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summer of 2018 (Rubin 2018 p. 6). Given the growing 
global public concerns surrounding extreme weather events 
in recent years, should climate change be regarded as the 
most important or just one of many important environmental 
problems in this era of the Anthropocene? Are the environ-
mental and natural disasters the international community has 
experienced in the past couple of years yet another signal 
of intensifying climate change or possibly something else?

Because climate change has become the most important 
global challenge confronting the international community, 
there is a risk that all other environmental issues, whether 
or not they are directly related to the causes and effects of 
climate change, like land use management, urbanization, 
among others, will be viewed myopically as well as exclu-
sively through the lens of global climate change. Since issues 
like desertification can get greater attention as a funding 
priority if it were framed as a climate change adaptation 
and/or mitigation problem, the tendency to frame issues as 
a climate change priority is perhaps not surprising.

The policy challenge that results from this framing prob-
lem is that carbon emission reduction measures are not 
always neutral in terms of their social (e.g., building an 
energy-efficient/low carbon producing industrial facility in a 
land-scarce community setting) and ecological impacts (e.g., 
favoring fast-growing plants and trees that are better at car-
bon absorption over old-growth forest stock). For instance, 
if one were to examine the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Risk Reports since the publication of its first report in 2006, 
all five categories of global environmental risks (“extreme 
weather events and temperatures; accelerating biodiversity 
loss; pollution of air, soil and water; failures of climate 
change mitigation and adaptation; and risks linked to the 
transition to low carbon”) have risen in terms of their risk 
profile (Martin 2018).

Not only these risks ranked highly on the likelihood and 
impact scales, all five environmental risks have direct (e.g., 
failures of climate change mitigation and adaptation) and/
or indirect (e.g., extreme weather events and temperatures) 

linkages to climate change (Martin 2018). Similarly, if one 
were to look at the six transformations that are needed to 
achieve the SDGs as highlighted (see Table 1) in the Stock-
holm Resilience Centre report (2018), one can see to what 
degree the conceptualization of climate change and environ-
ment/sustainable development domains has been blurred. In 
terms of conceptualizing global solutions, it is very difficult 
to see what meaningful differences exist between the climate 
change and the broader SDG domain.

Defining what is “enough” in the climate 
change investment and finance architecture

In his influential 1992 book, Alan Durning asks, “how much 
is enough? What level of consumption can the earth support? 
Many of these questions cannot be answered definitively, but 
… unless we see that more is not always better, our efforts 
to forestall ecological decline will be overwhelmed by our 
appetites” (Durning 1992). This issue and question of “how 
much is enough” represents a good conceptual frame to 
highlight the past, current, and future gap in terms of cli-
mate change investment and finance. More than any other 
issue, the failure to deliver on the promise of a secure and 
stable funding can only be described as the “original sin” of 
global climate change/sustainability governance. This is why 
climate change investment and finance-related issues serve 
as such important criteria to assess whether or not the USA 
and other wealthier OECD countries have lived up to their 
historical responsibilities under the UNFCCC Principle of 
Common, But Differentiated Responsibilities (Zhang and 
Pan 2016).

As part of the climate change finance agreement reached 
at the 2009 UNFCCC conference in Copenhagen, the interna-
tional community agreed to establish a climate change finance 
architecture as well as to provide $30 billion in “fast-start” 
finance and to mobilize $100 billion long-term finance start-
ing in 2020. A new global climate change financial entity, the 

Table 1  Six transformations needed to achieve the UN sustainable development goals

Source: Adapted from Stockholm Resilience Centre (2018)

● Sustainable development is a societal rather than an environmental challenge
● Responsible consumption and production cut across several of the other transitions so adopting some sort of a circular economy approach and 

reducing demand is important
● It is possible to decarbonize the energy system around 2050 while providing clean and affordable energy for all, including through energy 

efficiency, more renewables, and electrification
● Achieving access to nutritional food and clean water for all, while protecting the biosphere and the oceans, requires more efficient and sustain-

able food systems
● Transforming our settlement patterns will benefit the majority of the world population—such as through “smart” infrastructure, decent hous-

ing, and high connectivity
● Science, technology, and innovations is a powerful driver, but the direction of change needs to support sustainable development. In particular, 

much depends on the way the world will put the information technology revolution to use
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Green Climate Fund, was also launched in 2010. While most 
observers would describe the 2015 Paris Climate Change Con-
ference as a “success,” there was no progress in reaching a 
global consensus in terms of how to share the financial respon-
sibility of providing $100 billion annually between the indus-
trialized and developing countries (Zhang and Pang 2016).

If one were to define the climate change investment and 
finance flows narrowly as financial resources coming from 
“multilateral climate funds”3 (including the Green Climate 
Fund, Adaptation Fund, etc.), 152 climate change investment 
and finance projects valued at over $2 billion were imple-
mented across 70 countries in 2017, with half of the total ($1 
billion) coming from the Green Climate Fund (Watson et al. 
2018). Seven multilateral climate funds were responsible for 
$11.7 billion for 967 projects between 2001 and 2016 and 
helped mobilize more than$70 billion in additional financ-
ing from the private sector and other sources (Amerasinghe 
et al. 2017). If one were to use a broader measure of climate 
change investment and finance flows to include a wide range 
of public, private, and public–private initiatives (e.g., elec-
tric utility investing in a green grid project), climate change 
investment and finance flows would reach $612 billion in 
2017 (Buchner et al. 2019).

While the global research on climate change investment 
and finance flows is getting better, particularly in terms of 
the OECD industrialized countries, the academic scholarship 
and policy research on climate change investment and flows 
in the developing world4 still remain “highly uncertain and 
… (characterized by) unavailability of data, methodological 
variations, and disagreements over what should be counted 
as climate finance” (Selin 2016 p. 1). The question of “how 
much is enough” gets even more interesting if one were to 
explore future climate change investment and finance needs 
and priorities. The UNEP Finance Initiative estimates that 
the costs of the transition to low carbon and climate-resilient 
economies will need an investment of $60 trillion between 
2017 and 2050 (Shine 2017), while the Global Commission 
on the Economy and Climate (2014 and 2016) concludes 
that $89 trillion or about $6 trillion annually is likely to be 
needed between 2015 and 2030 to achieve the more ambi-
tious goal of low carbon emissions and climate resiliency in 
cities, energy systems, and in other sectors.

Differentiating the climate change finance 
of adaptation versus mitigation

Climate change actions can be categorized into two major 
types: adaptation or mitigation. Adaptation describes 
“actions that countries will need to take to respond to the 
impacts of climate change that are already happening … 
(as well as future actions) … that can reduce our vulner-
ability to climate change impacts (e.g. investing in flood 
prevention practices)” (UNFCCC 2018a). Mitigation refers 
to actions that directly decrease “the amount of emissions 
released into the atmosphere” and indirectly reduce “the cur-
rent concentration of greenhouse gas emissions by enhanc-
ing sinks (e.g., increasing the area of forests)” (UNFCCC 
2018b). While both of these climate change action types are 
important, it is important to disaggregate climate mitiga-
tion investment flows from climate adaptation because the 
climate mitigation finance is so heavily tilted toward cities 
and urban regions in developed countries away from rural 
communities and regions in the developing world, where 
adaptation finance is the key to address community-based 
solution, particularly in the context of sub-Saharan African 
countries. Sub-Saharan Africa as a region does not, ironi-
cally, emit enough greenhouse gas emissions to benefit from 
most climate mitigation projects.

Consequently, only 7% of the total climate investment 
and finance flows went to adaptation activities in 2016, 
while 93% of the total climate finance flows went to fund 
climate mitigation activities (Oliver et al. 2018). Although 
adaptation finance rose significantly to $30 billion in the 
2017–2018 time period, a 35% increase from 2015–2016 
levels, adaptation finance is still significantly short of what 
is needed worldwide (Buchner et al. 2019). Because climate 
change investment and finance flows tend to stay within the 
same country and region (that is, German companies tend to 
invest in solar energy projects based in Germany or within 
the European Union), the investment flow tilts toward cli-
mate mitigation activities has particularly negative conse-
quences for economically insecure, investment capital scarce 
countries in the developing world.

Economically insecure rural communities in the develop-
ing world are often the most vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change, but these same communities are also tragi-
cally the most in need of financial support to strengthen the 
local resilience to climate change (Soares et al. 2017). While 
one can understand the economic rationale of funding a solar 
power project in Denmark over a climate-friendly agricul-
tural project in Niger from a private energy market risk and 
return perspective, the gap between what is required versus 
what is available in terms of adaptation finance is projected 
to worsen. According to the UN Environment Adaptation 
Finance Gap report (2016), the cost of adapting to climate 

3 A comprehensive list of which institutions make up the “multilat-
eral climate funds” can be found here: https:// clima tefun dsupd ate. org/ 
the- funds.
4 There are a number of important exceptions to this assessment, 
most notably the climate-resilient development research of the Lon-
don-based International Institute for Environment and Development 
(IIED https:// www. iied. org/ clima te- resil ient- devel opment), the sus-
tainability & finance work of the Washington D.C. World Resources 
Institute (https:// www. wri. org/ our- work/ topics/ finan ce), and the cli-
mate finance & investment analysis of the London-based Climate 
Policy Institute https:// www. clima tepol icyin itiat ive. org.
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change may range between $140 and $300 billion per year 
in 2030 and between $280 and $500 billion per year in 2050, 
due in part to worsening effects of climate change in the 
developing world.

Rethinking private authority as a global 
climate change and sustainability actor

According to Hoffman (2018), the first phase of business 
sustainability, or what he refers to as “sustainable business 
1.0,” is based on a model of business responding to sustain-
ability-related market shifts. More than 90% of private busi-
ness chief executive officers, for instance, state that sustain-
ability is important to their company’s success and working 
toward developing strategies to “fit” the sustainability trends. 
By contrast, the next phase of business sustainability, or 
what Hoffman refers to as “sustainable business 2.0” needs 
to be based on a model in which the private sector is leading 
the market transformation process toward greater sustain-
ability. Even if one agrees with the premise that “chang-
ing the way we do business is essential to addressing the 
challenges of environmental degradation” (Hoffman 2018, 
p. 35), it is not clear if the private sector has the capacity or 
even the desire leading the market transformation process 
toward greater sustainability.

Jessica Green’s concept of the “private authority” (Green 
2013, p. 4–5) provides a useful theoretical frame to con-
textualize the role of the private sector as a climate change 
investment and finance actor. According to Green (2013), 
there are two types of private authority operating in the cli-
mate change governance arena. In the first type, states del-
egate authority to private actors, which Green refers to as 
“delegated private authority,” in which the state in the form 
of say the UNFCCC “delegates” the governance of Kyoto 
Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism to private actors. 
In the second type, business actors generate their own rules 
and persuade actors and institution to adopt them. In what 
Green refers to as “entrepreneurial state authority” (Green 
2013 p. 4–5), private actors create climate change and other 
sustainability governance rules without an explicit delega-
tion of authority from states. Forest Stewardship Council’s 
sustainable forestry standards and the U.S. Green Building 
Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
rating system are both examples of such “entrepreneurial 
state authority.”

Conceptualizing private authority in the climate change 
governance arena as one of private and state authority, as 
opposed to private versus state authority, is important since 
any meaningful climate change solutions, without some 
form of private sector collaboration, are probably impos-
sible. In a rapidly changing transnational climate change 

governance system, there is a wide range of business, civil 
society, and hybrid (business/civil society) advocacy net-
works (Macleod and Park 2011) that collaborate on some 
issues and competing on other issues while operating in the 
same climate change market institutional space. The cost of 
implementing the Paris Climate Agreement is likely to cost 
over $12 trillion between 2015 and 2030 and an annual gap 
of $2.5 trillion in financing SDGs over the same time period 
(United Nations 2014) and it is unclear how these climate 
change and SDGs funding goals can be achieved without 
effective cross-sector collaboration.

Virtually, all of the innovative climate change/SDGs 
financing mechanisms currently under consideration involve 
higher and more integrated models of cross-sector collabo-
ration, most notably with the global financial sector. Some 
noteworthy examples of climate change-focused cross-sector 
collaborations include climate bonds (fixed-income based 
financial approach to address climate change); forest resil-
ience bond (a pay-for-performance mechanism for private 
investors to invest in forest restoration that prevents wildfires 
and to address water scarcity issues); clean energy invest-
ment trust (an investment structure that aligns and supports 
institutional investments into renewable energy); and land 
degradation fund (in which private investments are chan-
neled to profit-generating sustainable land management and 
land restoration projects) (Bartlett et al. 2017).

Whereas books such as Lenox and Chatterji (2018) and 
O’Leary and Valdmanis (2020) believe in the criticality of 
the business sector as part of this cross-sector collabora-
tion and innovation, it should be noted that there is not an 
academic scholarship consensus on what role private sec-
tor should play in global climate change and sustainability 
governance. Using a political ecology framework, Checker 
(2020) analyzes the hidden costs as well as the contradic-
tions of New York City’s ambitious green real estate and 
sustainable business development agenda, while DuPuis 
and Greenberg (2019) question whether the framing of such 
issues as “climate resiliency” and public–private partnership 
might unintentionally lead to a pro-business development 
agenda at the expense of low-income, vulnerable community 
members.

From despair to hope: Designing a new 
approach to global climate finance 
and investment architecture

At a 2018 UNFCCC-sponsored climate change confer-
ence held in Bangkok, Thailand, one issue and question 
stood central to the policy discussion at the conference: 
how should Article 9.5 of the UN climate change conven-
tion (which states that developed country parties [e.g. 

95Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences (2022) 12:91–99



1 3

USA] should biennially communicate their financial 
contributions to developing country parties) be defined? 
Should it be viewed as a clearly defined goal that prom-
ises a specific amount of financial disbursement from the 
OECD industrialized countries to the developing world 
or should Article 9.5 be more accurately described more 
of an aspirational goal of mobilizing and building the 
process of partnerships to support capacity building? 
(ENB 2018).

Over the short term, disagreements over how to define 
Article 9.5 are likely to continue in 2021 and subsequent 
couple of years afterwards. The failure to meet the promise 
of mobilizing an annual disbursement of $100 billion by 
the industrialized countries at the 2009 UNFCCC confer-
ence, coupled with funding only one-third of the $10 bil-
lion Green Climate Fund (GCF) and former U.S. President 
Donald Trump’s decision to cancel the promise of $2 bil-
lion U.S. contribution to the GCF in June 2017,5 deepened 
a sense of pessimism among many developing countries 
and civil society advocacy groups as recently as 2017. As 
Meena Raman, legal advisor to the Third World Network, 
observed during the Trump Administration: “the fund of 
hope is becoming a fund of hopelessness” (Ives 2018, 
p. A10). Fueling the feeling of despair is the cumulative 
impact of intensifying drought and other climate change-
related extreme weather patterns in northern Kenya, Soma-
lia, and other countries/regions in the Horn of Africa. This 
region has experienced four severe droughts in the last two 
decades, which has pushed some of the world’s poorest peo-
ple and vulnerable communities to severe food insecurity 
conditions (Sengupta 2018).

Over the long term, three questions are likely to shape 
the future success (or failure) of the global climate change 
investment and finance architecture. First (and continuing a 
bit more on the theme of despair), will the United Nations 
as a global climate change/sustainability governance body, 
continue to follow the post-1992 UNCED model of process 
(e.g., organizing meetings, deliberating on resolutions) tak-
ing precedence over results (e.g., achieving specific goals 
and measures)?6 Second, what impact will the emerging 
Green New Deal in the USA and in other countries accel-
erate new climate change finance and investments? Third, 
what is the future outlook for new models of “market-fixing” 
sustainability-driven enterprises?

Will it be business as usual in terms of climate 
change investment and finance‑related issues 
or will there be a breakthrough in this emerging 
post‑pandemic global governance system?

When representatives of governments, civil society, and pri-
vate companies converged in Brazil for the 1992 UNCED 
conference, the mood of the international community was 
cautiously optimistic. Perhaps more than any other inter-
national negotiation process leading up to the early 1990s, 
the UNCED process allowed the international community to 
imagine a world in which governments can come together to 
work toward a collaborative path toward long-term sustain-
ability. What was a contentious debate then and one con-
tinues to persist to this day centered on the core question of 
how to finance this global vision of sustainable development 
(Park et al. 2008). Should the industrialized countries pay 
for the costs of additional measures undertaken by devel-
oping countries to tackle global environmental problems? 
This notion of “additionality,” that is financial commitments 
beyond existing development assistance, “became a rally-
ing cry for the developing countries in the negotiations on 
Agenda 21 prior to the Earth Summit, and something that 
has been raised many times since: a desire for a sustainable 
future is rarely followed up with adequate institutional sup-
port and economic resources” (Park et al. 2008, p. 4).

Perhaps the most compelling critique of the UNCED pro-
cess took place ten years after the Earth Summit when the 
world’s leaders gathered for the World Summit on Sustain-
able Development in August 2002. “Only ten years after 
the Rio Summit, the cracks in the official vision had grown 
into open fissures” (Park et al. 2008, p. 4). When the inter-
national community gathered in Brazil in 2012 for the UN 
Conference on Sustainable Development or Rio + 20, the 
diplomatic progress was still hampered by the core ques-
tions of “who must do what and who pays?” (Tollefson and 
Gilbert 2012).

Will the Green New Deal legislation in the USA 
and in other countries lead to new flows of climate 
change finance and investments?

In the version of the Green New Deal7 (GND) proposed ini-
tially by Senator Edward Markey and Representative Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez in February 2019, there is an ambitious 
language of transitioning the USA to 100% renewable, zero 
emission energy sources, dramatic new investments into zero 
emissions electric cars, and transportation systems. What is 
missing, at least for now, is an equally ambitious vision of 

5 President Joseph Biden pivoted from former President Trump’s 
2017 decision and announced in April 2021 that the USA will be 
pledging $5.7 billion in climate change development assistance to 
developing countries.
6 The post-UNCED/Rio Summit analysis in this paper draws on 
chapter 1 of Park, J., Conca, K., Finger, M. 2008. eds. The Crisis of 
Global Environmental Governance: Towards a New Political Econ-
omy of Sustainability. New York: Routledge.

7 House Resolution 109 https:// www. congr ess. gov/ bill/ 116th- congr 
ess/ house- resol ution/ 109/ text
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how the transition to 100% renewable, zero emission energy 
sources will be financed. To bridge the annual gap of $2.5 
trillion in financing sustainable development goals between 
2015 and 2030 (UN 2014) in the USA and worldwide, there 
is a critical need to go beyond the governmental sector in 
terms of a long-term climate change investment and finance 
solution. The transition to a low carbon economic future in 
the USA and worldwide will require a sustained long-term 
strategy of collaboration with the private sector, particu-
larly with institutional financial investors, in order to tap into 
the $200 trillion in private capital markets in the USA and 
worldwide (Della Croce and Hindle 2019).

To enable this sustained long-term strategy of private 
financial market collaboration, there needs to be the design 
and development of new blended financial instruments,8 
which are investment approaches that mix private and pub-
lic sources to achieve a specific social and environmental 
impact (Bartlett et al. 2017). Case in point: approved as a 
$400 million general obligation bond in November 2017, the 
Miami Forever Bond,9 for instance, used the municipal bond 
market to raise $400 million to fund a wide range of urban 
climate change resilience projects in Miami and nearby com-
munities in Florida.

What is the future outlook for new models 
of “market‑fixing” sustainability‑driven enterprises?

One key issue that is likely to shape the future success (or 
failure) of the global climate change investment and finance 
architecture is the future outlook for new climate-resilient 
business enterprises, whose models are built on an inte-
grated goal of accelerating low carbon pathways, adaptation 
finance, and climate justice toward long-term “market trans-
formation”10 impact in the developing world. What makes 
these enterprises “transformative” rather than just “incre-
mental” is that their business model focus extends beyond 
“market fixing” to what Mazzucato (2016) calls “market 
creating.” Similar in business philosophy to such concepts 
as “regenerative” (Rodale Institute 2014) in the case of agri-
culture and food system and “sustainability business model” 
(Stubbs and Cocklin 2008) and “inclusive market develop-
ment” (Mair et al. 2012) in the business management field, 
these “market creating” climate-resilient enterprises reflect 
two trends which are currently taking place worldwide.

The first trend stems from a growing consensus that a 
much stronger global progress is needed on a wide range 
of climate mitigation/low carbon pathway technologies and 
business models related to energy efficiency, energy stor-
age technologies, zero emission vehicles, and carbon cap-
ture and storage to keep our planet below 2 °C (Brown and 
Granoff 2018). While there is wide agreement that large 
amounts of climate change investment and finance need 
to be mobilized (e.g., $1 trillion in additional clean energy 
investment is required to limit global temperature rise below 
2 °C, according to Ceres (2014)), there is a critical need 
to move beyond the goal of establishing ever more strin-
gent yet elusive global targets to better understanding what 
types of climate change finance and investments are likely to 
result in some blend of mitigation and adaptation impact and 
effectiveness (Brown and Granoff 2018), particularly in the 
context of India, Vietnam, and other climate fragile devel-
oping countries. With climate change-related financial and 
economic losses set to reach $1.5 trillion between 2003 and 
2013 (Hallmeyer and Tonkonogy 2018), the private finan-
cial market (e.g., in the insurance sector) for investors and 
companies to measure and manage their risks from climate 
change is likely to remain strong in the coming decades.

The second trend stems from the growing recognition 
that climate justice needs to play a greater role in any 
meaningful climate change-driven market transformation 
process. Climate change justice scholarship has tradition-
ally been shaped by the perspectives of philosophical and 
environmental ethics (Jamieson 2010) examining cli-
mate change in the context of historic and current carbon 
emissions or from the perspectives of sociology (Roberts 
and Parks 2007) discussing how social movements have 
united and gained traction under the climate change pol-
icy umbrella. While the role of business in global climate 
change governance is growing in the academic literature 
(see Green 2013 and Paterson 2018), and extensively in 
the policy literature (e.g., World Economic Forum, Busi-
ness for Social Responsibility, among others), what has 
been traditionally been missing in both the academic and 
the policy research literature is the explicit focus on cli-
mate change justice and the role it can and needs to play 
at the nexus of climate change governance and investment/
finance (Gifford and Knudson 2020).

Conclusion

Due to the intense focus on responding to the global 
COVID-19 health crisis, it is easy to overlook that India 
recorded one of its intense heat waves, with a temperature 
spike in the city of New Delhi that reached 118 degrees 
(Fahrenheit) or 48 degrees Celsius, in May 2020 (BBC 

8 A list of blended financial instruments, which the Rockefeller 
Foundation includes as part of its Zero Gap Funds initiative, can be 
found here: https:// www. rocke felle rfoun dation. org/ initi ative/ zero- gap- 
fund.
9 Details of the Miami Forever Bond can be found here: https:// www. 
miami gov. com/ Notic es/ News- Media/ Miami- Forev er- Bond- Proje ct- 
to- Mitig ate- Effec ts- of- Sea- Level- Rise.
10 From the idea of market integration versus market transformation 
as highlighted by Hoffman (2018)

97Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences (2022) 12:91–99

https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/initiative/zero-gap-fund
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/initiative/zero-gap-fund
https://www.miamigov.com/Notices/News-Media/Miami-Forever-Bond-Project-to-Mitigate-Effects-of-Sea-Level-Rise
https://www.miamigov.com/Notices/News-Media/Miami-Forever-Bond-Project-to-Mitigate-Effects-of-Sea-Level-Rise
https://www.miamigov.com/Notices/News-Media/Miami-Forever-Bond-Project-to-Mitigate-Effects-of-Sea-Level-Rise


1 3

2020). In the case of Vietnam, this Southeast Asian coun-
try suffered one of the worst cases of flooding in its mod-
ern history in October 2020 (Hollingsworth 2020), while 
the Western United States states are experiencing record 
temperatures, intensive wildfires, and the worst drought 
in two decades in summer of 2021. Monty Hempel (2014) 
once observed that “knowing that change is needed is 
clearly not enough to motivate it in most human behav-
ior.” Rather, “individuals must have a sense of urgency 
and personal control over prospective outcomes and goal 
achievement before they will commit to meaningful action 
or new behaviors.”

Whether the election of President Joseph Biden and 
the appointment of John Kerry as the new climate change 
special envoy in November 2020 creates that “sense of 
urgency” to mobilize greater climate change investment 
and finance support for the developing world remains to 
be seen. Re-entering the Paris Climate Change Agreement 
process and other multilateral forums is one thing; mak-
ing long-term commitments to climate change investment 
and finance in an extremely divided Washington D.C. 
political environment represents a much steeper as well 
as a completely different level of policy challenge. What 
Hempel (2018) refers to as the “politics of environmen-
tal disruption” is likely to continue in 2021 and beyond, 
which raises both short-term and long-term questions 
regarding the trajectory of global climate change and sus-
tainability as a governing principle in the Biden and Harris 
administration.
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