
  

 

 

 

 
 

Financing the Green Economy 

 

 

Key Messages 
 

• UNEP defines the green economy as one that results in improved human well-being and social 

equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities.  

 

• The green economy offers a viable alternative to the prevailing economic paradigm, which has 

experienced concurrent crises and depleted natural resources to dangerous levels. 

 

• Investing two per cent of global GDP into ten key sectors could kick-start a global transition 

towards a low carbon, resource efficient green economy.   

 

• It is clear that we need to re-channel trillions of dollars from existing assets that underpin 

today’s unsustainable economy into greener growth. 

 

________________________________________ 

 

Transitioning to a green economy is a global priority 

 

A green economy is one whose growth in income and employment is driven by public and private 

investments that reduce carbon emissions and pollution, enhance energy and resource efficiency, 

and prevent the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services.   

 

With the global population expected to reach 9 billion by 2050, continuing with business-as-usual is 

not an option in a world of increasing environmental scarcities, growing economic uncertainty and 

inequalities, and the continued existence of widespread poverty. 

 

The last decade witnessed the emergence and acceleration of several concurrent crises related to 

climate, biodiversity, fuel, food and water, as well as the global financial system and economy as a 

whole.   

 

A number of these issues, long perceived as distant preoccupations, are today urgent challenges of 

survival for the entire planet. 
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Financing a green economy 

 

The financing required for a green economy is substantial, but this can be mobilized by macro-

economic policy committed to a green economy, an enabling financial regulatory environment and a 

financial sector that is aware and able to respond to the challenges of a green economy. 

 

Addressing the misallocation of capital in the carbon-intensive “brown” economy through policy 

reforms, especially the removal of outdated fossil fuel subsidies and the introduction of green taxes, 

can also generate new capital and behavior changes needed to support the transition.  

 

Public finance can also be used to leverage private finance towards the green economy.  

UNEP’s Green Economy Report found that investing two per cent of global GDP into ten key sectors 

could kick-start a global transition towards a low carbon, resource efficient green economy.   

 

This sum, currently amounting to an average of around $1.3 trillion a year and backed by forward-

looking national and international policies, could grow the global economy at around the same rate 

if not higher than those forecast, under current economic models, but without further risks, shocks 

and scarcities. 

 

To support such a transition, certain enabling conditions would be required, including: 

• public investment and spending to leverage private investment, including green bonds, 

public-private partnerships in infrastructure projects, green subsidies and sustainable public 

procurement; 

• market-based instruments, such as taxes and tradable permits to level the playing field and 

provide market incentives in order to promote the greening of key sectors;  

• subsidy reforms in areas that deplete and degrade natural capital; 

• financial regulation, both at national and international levels, that is conducive to private 

financing towards a green economy; 

• encouraging and supporting the awareness raising and capacity building amongst financial 

sector players on the green economy and how they can fulfill their role within it;     

• national regulatory frameworks to support legislation, institutions and enforcement; and  

• international frameworks, including an international trading system, to create a level playing 

field amongst countries in driving a green economy. 

 

Trade also has a role to play in a green economy, as it can allocate global resources more efficiently 

and foster the exchange of environmentally friendly goods and services, encouraging investment 

and growth in green industries.   

 

In 2013, the value of global trade in goods and services amounted to more than US$23 trillion, 

representing 31 per cent of the global GDP.  Policy measures and regulations are needed to ensure 

that trade is sustainable.  
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One of the key challenges in transforming economies is creating decent and meaningful 

employment.  According to the International Labor Organization (ILO), over 600 million new jobs 

would be needed in the next 10 years.   

 

Greening the economy will involve large scale investment in new technologies, equipment, buildings 

and infrastructure, and could thus be a major stimulus for much-needed employment.   

 

Developing a global programme for retraining relevant skills, including entrepreneurial skills and 

apprenticeships for green jobs could particularly help young people to seize the opportunities 

presented by the greening of economies. 

 

UNEP is helping countries green their economies 

 

For several years, the UN Environment Programme has been actively engaged in supporting 

countries advance their green economy strategies.   

 

From Barbados and China to Mexico and South Africa, UNEP is working with governments to provide 

macro-economic technical assistance and policy advice.  

 

 As part of these efforts, UNEP undertakes cutting-edge research on green economy modelling, 

indicators and trade, and it partners with national institutions and international organizations to 

develop tailored support and tools that will assist countries on their green economy pathway.  

 

Following the Rio+20 Conference and its call for the United Nations to assist countries interested in 

advancing their green economy strategies, UNEP - along with ILO, UNDP, UNIDO and UNITAR – have 

created the Partnership for Action on Green Economy (PAGE).   

 

Launched in 2013, PAGE is a multi-year initiative that will provide expertise and assistance in 30 

countries by 2020.  To date, Burkina Faso, Mauritius, Mongolia, Peru and Senegal are participating, 

and others are expected to join soon.  

 

In addition, the UNEP Finance Initiative has over 200 members from the banking, insurance and 

investment sectors, and works with them to integrate environmental, social and governance issues 

into their daily decision-making.   

 

Another initiative - the Inquiry into the Sustainable Financial System - is working with global leaders 

to explore financial market policy and regulatory innovations that will support the development of a 

new global green financial system.   

 

The inaugural session of the UN Environment Assembly will build on these global initiatives in a 

symposium on Financing a Green Economy, that will bring together Ministers of Environment, 



  

 

policymakers and actors from across financial markets, to examine the relationship between capital 

markets and a greener economy, current good practices and will offer guidance on mobilising 

finance for the green economy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information, please contact:  

 

Shereen Zorba, Head of News and Media, United Nations Environment Programme, 

shereen.zorba@unep.org, Tel. +254 788 526 000  

 

Hugh Searight, News Desk Officer, United Nations Environment Programme, hugh.searight@unep.org, 

Tel. +254 726 705 561 


