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2. Current Climate and Development Efforts
Will Not Deliver (on Time)

In 2015 SDGs set the most ambitious global agenda for inclusive peace, prosperity, and planetary
health, while the Paris Agreement commits to limit global warming to well below 2°C above pre-

industrial levels. Yet, progress on both agendas has been slow, uneven, and increasingly off-track.
While the SDGs have galvanized action across governments, investors, civil society, and
international institutions, only a small fraction of targets are on track. Similarly, momentum on
climate change has slowed since COP26. Barriers include fragmented global coordination,
institutional inertia, limited financing, and deep inequality, while gains made across reductions in
extreme poverty and improved access to basic services remain too modest. With the 2030 SDG
deadline looming and global average temperatures reaching approximately 1.55°C above
pre-industrial levels, a radical rethinking of sustainable development and climate change
management is essential.

1. The Ambition to Make Global Scale Change

The delivery of a more sustainable and secure world requires the simultaneous resolution of two
deeply interdependent challenges: development and the environment. For decades,
policymakers, academics, and advocates treated these as distinct agendas, focusing essentially on
poverty reduction on the one hand, and environmental protection on the other. But these two
priorities are inextricably linked, progress in one cannot be sustained without the other. Without
development, vulnerable communities remain exposed and unable to cope with climate shocks;
without environmental protection and economic development are not sustainable.
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In 2015, the world attempted to fuse these agendas into the single, universal framework of the
SDGs. While the Millennium Development Goals, were weighted to human development
indicators addressing issues such as poverty, inequality, and hunger, with less focus on
environment and partnerships that the SDGs, which expanded climate to include greater detail
on climate action, biodiversity protection, and sustainable resource use, as well as expanding
economic development in an ambitious roadmap for “people, planet, and prosperity.”

Although the SDGs explicitly acknowledge the deep interdependence of development and the
environment, in practice the two have often been given uneven priority, and attracted unequal

flows of capital, over time. In the early years, Since the high watermark of Glasgow’s

COP26 a series of geopolitical, economic
and security risks have monopolised the
attention of political leaders, diverted
financial flows into defence spending,
and fractured multilateral forums that
were once vehicles for collective action
on development and climate

financing was spread across the broad
development agenda, from poverty reduction
and education to health and infrastructure. By
COP26 in 2021 the global climate agenda
surged ahead in relative priority. Trillions of
dollars, drawn from massive stimulus packages
adopted post-pandemic were pledged to
accelerate the energy transition, expand green
finance, and invest in adaptation. COP26 also marked the full arrival of private capital as a central
actor in climate finance, with the US$130 trillion Glasgow Financial Alliance for Net Zero (GFANZ),
being launched.

However, rather than being a launching pad, Glasgow represents a highwater mark in climate
finance. Since 2001 a series of geopoalitical, economic and security risks, including the Ukraine
war, the energy crisis, and global inflation, have shifted priorities yet again. These risks have
monopolised the bandwidth of political leaders, diverted financial flows into defence spending,
and fractured multilateral forums that were once vehicles for collective action on development
and climate.

As of today, both development and climate appear de-prioritised. The United States, historically
the most influential actor in global governance, in March of 2025 said it “rejects and denounces
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals, and it
will no longer reaffirm them as a matter of course”, rejecting them as a globalist agenda.2 The US
boycotted the crucial Seville FFD4 conference on financing for development, has cut funding to
USAID programs, and has weakened its engagement in the Paris Agreement framework, and
domestically seeking to overturn legislation on protections from greenhouse gas emissions3.
When the world's preeminent superpower becomes politically hostile to the twin pillars of
sustainable development and climate action, the implications are profound. The challenge now
facing the global community may be the most serious since the inception of the SDGs. Research
published in the Lancet estimates that USAID funding has historically averted over 91 million
deaths (including 30 million children under 5), and tragically, the current administration’s cuts
could lead to14 million deaths by 2030.4
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To understand the magnitude of the risk, it is worth examining each pillar separately, first,
development, then climate.

2.The SDGs - Deep Inequality Prevails

The SDGs represent the most ambitious attempt to level up the world, with a comprehensive
agenda for people, peace, prosperity and the planet. Already insufficient despite global efforts,
the execution of this agenda is now being further stymied by the metacrisis and its impacts.
However, its role in underwriting a stable, short and just transition to the next era of civilization
remains critical, requiring the world to urgently rethink its approach to sustainable development.

The global community coalesced in 2015 around the imperative of levelling up the world through
the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a comprehensive framework that
builds on the foundation laid by the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). While the MDGs,
adopted in 2000, focused primarily on reducing extreme poverty and improving health and

. L . education outcomes in developing countries, the SDGs,
Already insufficient despite PIne

global efforts, the execution of
this agenda is now being
further stymied by the
metacrisis and its impacts

adopted by all UN members in 2015, represent a broader,
more integrated agenda that acknowledged the
interconnectedness of economic, social, and
environmental dimensions of development. Spanning 17
goals and applying universally to all nations, the
establishment of the SDGs reflected the growing consensus that sustainable progress requires
tackling structural inequalities, promoting inclusive growth, and building resilience to and
managing climate change. The 17 goals in turn are supported by 169 specific and measurable
targets, with the action date for completion for 2030.

While the execution of the SDGs has always been envisaged to occur at the level of UN members
states, the goals were meant to serve as a universal call to action for governments, institutions,
societies, NGOs, and the private sector alike. For each of these stakeholders the goals have
served a series of interrelated but distinct purposes:

= For governments and policymakers, they serve as a comprehensive policy blueprint to
design and implement sustainable regulatory frameworks, legislation and institutions.

= For the finance industry, development banks, and investors they outline a long-term
investment roadmap that identifies opportunities in infrastructure, clean energy, digital
inclusion, and human capital, among others

= For multilateral organizations and the international community, they function as a shared
platform for collaboration across borders and sectors, and have given rise to further action
pacts such as the Paris Agreement on climate change.

»  For NGOs and civil society and watchdogs, they provide a standardized set of indicators to
track progress, measure impact, and hold governments and institutions accountable.
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Yet despite (or perhaps because of) their muti-faceted nature, actual progress against the goals
since 2015 has fallen far short of expectations. Initial moderate advances in some areas have
been interrupted by mounting global disruptions, ranging from conflicts and climate shocks to
economic dislocations, which have not only drawn attention and resources away from the goals
but often also exacerbated the deep structural inequalities the have impeded progress. With the
2030 deadline fast approaching, it is increasingly clear that the world is not on track to deliver on
the SDGs' original promise.

Significant Shortfalls Despite Strong Global Commitment to the Goals

Global engagement with the SDGs has been widespread, with 190 of the 193 UN member states
having adopted national action plans for the achievement of the goals, taking part in the
Voluntary National Review (VNR) process one decade after the adoption of the 2030 agenda.”
Through these reviews, countries have shared their strategies, progress, and priorities for

64% of populations surveyed advancing sustainable development, signalling broad

across 32 countries say if
individuals don't act, they will
be failing future generations

political commitment to the goals set out in the 2030
Agenda. This follows to populations across the world with
surveys finding that 74% of adults globally are aware of the
SDGs®, 74% are concerned about the impacts of climate
change in their country, and 64% say if individuals don't act, they will be failing future generations,
but large minorities (36%) remain in the belief that their country is giving up too much to tackle
climate change.” While progress has been uneven and limited on several goals, notable
achievements across regions and countries demonstrate that change is possible. Since 2015,
global extreme poverty has declined despite the profound impact of the global pandemic. By
2023, over half of the world's population, 52.4%, was covered by at least one social protection
benefit up from 42.8% in 2015.% Despite the improvement, there are still over 700 million people
living in extreme poverty, and the risk of falling into, or back into, poverty remains high, driven by
compounded shocks and crises.’

Overall progress however is being held back by several interrelated factors, including ongoing
event risks such as conflicts, continued structural vulnerabilities, and limited fiscal capacity in
many regions.

There are several projects in place that seek to track global performance against the goals in a
quantitative manner. Since the goals' inception, the Sustainable Development Report project has
tracked the annual performance of all UN member states against the 17 SDGs. Based on its most
recent findings, while most UN member states have made significant advances in areas related to
basic services and infrastructure, such as mobile broadband access (SDG 9), electricity access
(SDG 7), internet use (SDG 9), under-five mortality (SDG 3), and neonatal mortality (SDG 3), none
of the goals are currently on track to be achieved by 2030.1°
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Figure 1: SDG Progress Dashboard 2025
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Drilling down the level of the 169 targets underlying the goals, only 17% of the SDG targets are
on track to be achieved globally, with the greatest progress being made globally on a narrow set
of targets relating to mobile and internet penetration, as well as childhood mortality. By contrast,
the world is backsliding on a wide range of targets including ones relating to human health
(obesity), civil society (corruption and press freedom), and environmental conservation
(endangered species), among others, reminiscent of warnings on the MDGs'".

In addition to the Sustainable Development Report, the UN's own official Sustainable
Development Goals Report also monitors global progress. Their most recent 2024 analysis paints
a similar picture as laid out above. by the UN's own measurement, 20% (vs the 17% calculated in
the Sustainable Development Report) are on track to be achieved by 2030, with progress on
nearly half the targets substantially insufficient and 18% of targets showing regression from their
2015 starting point.

In both cases, these headline global figures conceal substantial regional disparities in terms of
current achievement and ongoing progress towards the goals.

Regional Disparities in Development Speed Highlight Diversity of Challenges

Unsurprisingly, liberal democracies with advanced industrialized economics - typically referred to
as the '‘West' have demonstrated the most progress against the SDGs. Western European
countries occupy all but two of the top 25 slots in terms of SDG achievement alongside Japan (Nr
19) and Canada (Nr 25). Equally unsurprisingly, the countries at the bottom of the Index are those
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being impacted by conflict, security issues, political and/or socioeconomic instability. Accordingly,
countries such as Yemen, Somalia, Chad, the Central African Republic, and South Sudan, all of
which are in Sub-Saharan Africa rank at the bottom of the SDG Index. War has widespread
devastating impact on the SDGs; the war in Ukraine is estimated to have reversed 15 years of
poverty reduction, raising the rate to 24.1%, left 14.6 million people in need of humanitarian aid,
and destroyed nearly 3,800 schools, undermining progress across multiple SDGs.'? Similar falls
have been evident in Gaza, where it is estimated that development has been set back by as much
as 69 years, with multidimensional poverty more than doubling from 24.1% to 55.4% and GDP
projected to contract by c.35%."3

In contrast, showing progress over time, the rapidly developing economies of Asia, particularly in
Southeast and South Asia, have shown the improvement in sustainable development since the
adoption of the goals, while both the richest, highly developed countries and the poorest least
developed countries have stagnated by comparison, albeit for very different reasons. However,
even in these dynamic regions the rate of progress has been insufficient to track towards the
achievement of the goals by 2030, as the table below indicates.

Figure 2: 2025 SDG Global Progress Tracker

SDG Detailed Progress Tracker 2025

an aa

LN S _ AL
- [ - B (= - T
Lt A L UL L A o ham . - . e —a
1 3 4 6§ 8 10 B u K 0
s o . . £} s . s ol L B T T T T B N T N B R
T e 45 s » . * . +* o L T N T N B T B N B T
2 R 3 < @ ) L L B + 0 S5 0 5 0 95 9
A LR I L + 0% 95 % 40 . LR T T B N I R O
Ao 93 * e 9 - L S e * " S ® 5 0 H 0 49 -»
2 * d o 40 B ® &5 » L N . e * 0 9 ® S5 0 50 50 09
® 5 0 50 5 0 49 3 0 5 0 500050 e Y o 3> 0 S 0 S5 0 0 0 9
* 09 L 5 » . 95 ® S 0 S5 S0 90 9
: ® S50 S50 S 09 - L L . 9" 0 - ® 5 0 L N
A L B I B N B T B R R U B B N R N R N RN R N - e 50 J 09
50 50 g0 L 30 5 0 50 500D po e $ 090 g 0
B o5 0 4 = I 3 - 3 2 0 H " S0 S0 ® 50 50 95
s i - L T s E R B B B I B N B R
LS * 9 e ° e L ® 5 0 50 50 90 S50
* 5050 L L L L B IR R O B T IR N R N R
® < seveme Pes re ® S 2 ennes re k-3 enpes re
4+ Onuack Moderately Increating =9 Stagnating + Decreasing ® Oata nct svasladle

Source: Sustainable Development Report 2025

The stark reality is that based on the rates of progress delivered since the launch of the goals it
will take decades to meet the SDGs. Further, given their anaemic rates of SDG progress, the
world's richest countries are not currently projected to achieve the SDGs earlier that rapidly
developing ones, pointing to the global nature of the sustainable development challenge.

Moreover, in many cases the challenge is one of stagnation and regression, rather than just
insufficient progress. In 2024, 74 out of 193 countries either failed to deliver overall progress or
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worsened across the cumulative SDG indicators, a list which includes countries from every
continent and income group. And this problem appears to be a systemic one, with [nearly a
dozen] countries showing regression against the goals when measuring progress from their
inception in 2015, pointing not only to a lost decade but to world where, absent fundamental
changes’, the world will never achieve the goals.

Perhaps the starkest indicator of the insufficiency of current sustainable development efforts is
the fact for 152 countries the progress made against the key indicators of relating to the goals in
the decade before the SDGs were launched (2006-2015) was greater than in the decade after
their launch (2015-2024). This implies that for three quarters of the world's countries the call to
action, the mobilization of stakeholders, and the catalysation of resources that the SDGs have
failed to accelerate progress against the goals to date, pointing to the powerful disruptive impact
of the metacrisis over the past decade.

Based on historical rates of progress, no major country will achieve the SDGs before the end of the
century, and this as true for the advanced countries of Europea and rapidly developing countries
like China and India as it is for deeply challenged countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. Historical data
indicates that as countries increase in development

and wealth, progressing from lower through middle 5 some cases, there has been

and eventually high-income countries their rate of regression against the goals when
SDG progress slows in turn. measuring progress from their

In part, this is because advances in some goals are  inception in 2015, pointing not only
achieved almost automatically through (or alongside)  to a lost decade but to world where,
economic development, such as rising literacy or  absent fundamental changes’, the
employment, giving countries an initial lift. This  world will never achieve the goals
growth also makes possible a set of early wins that

deliver large gains across goals such as extreme poverty reduction, food security, or clean water.
At the same time however, rapid development often stores up new problems, including pollution,
inequality, and resource depletion, which are difficult to unwind once they become locked into
economic structures. And as with most development trajectories, the final stretch proves the
hardest with complex interdependencies, political economy resistance and behavioural and
cultural barriers conspiring to prevent the full achievement of the SDGs.

Taking into account this decelerating effect on SDG progress that accompanies economic
development, no country in the world is projected to achieve the SDGs this century. By 2100,
among the G20 group of countries, Germany and France will have crossed 95% achievement, a
threshold that the current world's two largest economies, China and the US, will not reach until
the middle of the next century, and India will only achieve around 2200. The chart below captures
average projected SDG progress by region through 2200, and highlights that India’s case will
represent the norm, rather than the exception.

60



Capital as a Force for Good, 2025 Report

Figure 3: Projected SDG Achievement Dates by Region
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Clearly, achieving the SDGs will require a fundamentally different approach than the one pursued
so far, one that accelerates progress at a scale and speed far beyond current efforts. This
demands a radical shift in how countries manage, coordinate and finance sustainable
development, with investments that are orders of magnitude greater than today's levels. Even in
the most favourable global conditions, from which the present moment is far removed, such a
commitment would stretch the world's political will, institutional capacity, and financial resources.

3. Climate - Global Commitments Derailed

Over the past decade, climate action has surged and stalled, peaking at COP26 with promises of
trillions in new commitments before faltering under geopolitical and economic pressures. The
result is a trajectory that no longer aligns with Paris goals but instead points to dangerous and
potentially catastrophic outcomes.

Initial Climate Mobilization at Scale

The Paris Agreement, signed in December 2015, at COP21, marked a watershed in international
climate diplomacy. It established a collective commitment to limit the rise in global average
temperatures to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels, while pursuing efforts to restrict
warming to 1.5°C. The agreement required countries to submit Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs) to reduce carbon emissions, with the expectation that these would be
progressively strengthened every five years. It also recognised the differentiated capacity of
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developing economies and committed advanced economies to mobilise at least US$100 billion
annually in climate finance, (a figure intended as a starting point rather than a goal).

The Paris Agreement created significant expectations for both public and private resource
mobilisation. However, early progress was uneven: while some economies enhanced their targets,
overall CO, emissions continued to rise, from 35.4 billion tonnes in 2015 to 37.0 billion in 2021."°
By this time, the consensus at COP26 in Glasgow
(delayed by a year due to the pandemic) had
consolidated around the need for a significant

COP26 represented a high
watermark of excitement,
mobilization and urgency on
addressing climate change,
producing the largest single surge of ~ COP26 produced the largest single surge of
climate-related commitments since climate-related commitments since the signing of

the signing of the Paris Agreement the Paris Agreement. Dozens of countries, including
India, which committed to reach net zero by 2070,

acceleration of efforts.

submitted new or updated Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), leading to over 90% of
global GDP being covered by net-zero pledges by the close of 2021, a sharp rise from only 30% in
2019."° Developed nations also reaffirmed their intent to deliver the US$100 billion per year in
climate finance to the developing world.

Private capital commitments were even more striking. GFANZ consolidated pledges from more
than 450 financial institutions across 45 countries, representing over US$130 trillion in assets
under management.'” While not all this capital was immediately deployable, the scale sent a
strong signal regarding future private sector financial flows. Asset managers representing US$57
trillion committed to align portfolios with net-zero targets, while banks covering US$63 trillion in
assets pledged to decarbonise lending and investment portfolios in line with the 1.5°C goal.
Insurance and reinsurance groups also joined, representing more than US$10 trillion in assets. '

Sector-specific initiatives added further momentum, with pledges to phase out coal in the 2030s
or 2040s, commitments to halt and reverse deforestation by 2030, and a Global Methane Pledge,
aiming to reduce methane emissions by 30% by 2030.

The cumulative effect of these announcements gave rise to the hope and perception that climate
action was becoming embedded in both policy frameworks and global capital allocation decisions.
Specifically, the Glasgow commitments suggested that the tripling of global climate finance flows,
from US$653 billion in 2020, to over US$2 trillion annually by 2030, necessary to align with Paris
targets could be achieved.'

Post-COP26: Climate Actions Stalled and Regressed

The momentum established in Glasgow has proven difficult to sustain. COP27 (Sharm El-Sheikh,
2022) and COP28 (Dubai, 2023) delivered incremental progress, notably on the establishment of
a "loss and damage” fund but fell short of the systemic breakthroughs that had characterised
Paris and Glasgow, for several reasons.
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Firstly, geopolitical shocks have reshaped policy priorities. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in
2022 triggered an acute energy security crisis, particularly in Europe. Governments reactivated coal
capacity, secured long-term liquefied natural gas contracts, and redirected fiscal resources towards
defence and short-term energy subsidies. These measures while arguably politically necessary,
created clear trade-offs with climate objectives. Secondly, capital flows have been concentrated in
areas with relatively low barriers to deployment and visible returns, renewable power, electric
mobility, and efficiency technologies, while investment in more complex transitions such as heavy
industry, shipping, and aviation remains inadequate. Adaptation finance, for which there are few if

any profitable investment models, especially in A new reality based on war, energy

crisis, security threats, and
ideological-based populist politics
have steadily eroded the global
alignment among the world'’s
leaders and deepest pools of capital
to address climate change

developing markets, continues to fall well short of
assessed needs. Finally, political backlash has
constrained progress. Elevated energy prices and
inflation have fuelled public concern over the cost of
transition, creating pressure to delay or dilute
measures such as carbon pricing, agricultural
reforms, or emissions standards. Further, in
advanced economies, climate policy has become increasingly politicised, particularly in the United
States, where legal risks and conservative pressure on ESG and net zero strategies have mounted.?°
The result has been a perceptible slowing of policy ambition, with both climate and development
goals competing for political and fiscal bandwidth against security and macroeconomic stability
concerns.

As a result, many of the commitments made in Glasgow have failed to materialise. On the public
side, the US$100 billion climate finance target has been missed, with actual flows in 2021
estimated in the US$83-89 billion range, much of it delivered as loans rather than grants.?' On the
private side, GFANZ is widely perceived as having effectively unravelled,?? with participating
financial institutions struggling to reconcile their climate commitments with the political and
economic realities outlined above. As a result, the Net Zero Insurance Alliance has been dissolved
following the departure of half its members, the Net Zero Asset Managers initiative has
suspended its activity following the departure of BlackRock, the world's largest asset manager??,
and the Net Zero Banking Alliance is undergoing restructuring following the departure of all six of
largest US banks.**

Perhaps even more importantly than the funding shortfalls, global CO, emission have continued
to rise, hitting an all-time high of 37.8 Gt in 2024, with serious implications for the achievability of
the Paris Agreement goals.?®

Current Assessment: Headed Towards Multi-Dimensional Disaster

The work of the IPCC highlights the consequences of failing to close the gap between ambition
and delivery.?® With global average surface temperatures rising, the world is experiencing
increasingly destructive effects, with preliminary data for a record breaking 2024 showing
warming close to 1.5°C on a rolling 12-month basis.?’ This acceleration is already driving more
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frequent and severe heatwaves, floods, droughts, and wildfires, displacing communities and
undermining food and water security, with stark economic implications. Damages from climate-
related disasters already cost an estimated US$320 billion in 2024 alone and are projected to
escalate dramatically under higher warming scenarios.?®

If the world continues its current policy trajectory, warming is projected to reach 2.7-3.0°C by
2100. Even if all announced pledges are implemented, temperatures are expected to rise by 2.4-
2.6°C, well above the Paris targets of 1.5-2.0°C.%° Such levels of warming would expose hundreds
of millions of people to extreme heat stress, render large regions of the globe unsuitable for

Damages from climate-related agriculture, accelerate sea-level rise that threatens low-

disasters already cost an
estimated US$320 billion in irreversible loss of ecosystems such as coral reefs and

parts of the Amazon rainforest.

lying coastal cities and island states, and trigger

2024 alone and are projected to
escalate dramatically under Global CO, emissions have yet to peak. To have a

higher warming scenarios chance of limiting warming to 1.5°C, emissions would
need to halve from their 2024 levels, a pathway far out

of alignment with current trends.®® On the financial side, global climate-related investment

must increase three- to six-fold within this decade.®" And while investment in renewables
exceeded US$1.7 trillion in 2023, overtaking fossil fuels for the first time,? funding for adaptation
and resilience remains critically insufficient, especially in low- and middle-income economies that
are most vulnerable to climate shocks.

The cumulative effect of missed targets, stalled progress, and political retrenchment is to embed
the world on a path that diverges sharply from the goals of Paris and Glasgow. Instead of bending
the emissions curve downward, rising CO, levels lock in higher temperatures and escalating
systemic risks. The consequence is not merely environmental degradation but the erosion of
economic stability, food and water security, and social resilience. Each year of delay increases the
probability of triggering irreversible tipping points, from accelerating ice melt and sea-level rise to
the collapse of ecosystems critical for carbon storage that no amount of future capital
mobilisation will be able to reverse.

4. Specific Challenges Impeding Progress

Both the SDGs and the climate transition will remain out of reach unless the world overcomes
two central obstacles: ineffective global coordination and chronic underfinancing. With top-down
systems faltering and public finance stretched thin, progress now depends on empowering local
actors and mobilizing private capital through bold reforms and new market creation.

Decisions Making: Making Choices on the Strategy

The IPCC's latest assessment report,® explored alternative futures the world might face in the
form of five Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs). These pathways map possible trajectories
for how society, demographics, economics, technology, and policies might evolve through the end
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of the century, each shaped by different balances of economic growth, social justice,
environmental protection, and security. These pathways represent important analytical tools that
help policy makers that help policymakers understand the consequences of different futures.®

The scenarios described by the SSPs range from sustainability to rivalry and unrestrained growth.
SSP1, the sustainable green road, imagines a world that reorients towards sustainable
consumption, inclusivity, and low-carbon prosperity, with benefits extending beyond wealthy
states to the 6.6 billion people in middle- and low-income countries. SSP2, the “middle of the
road,” represents a continuation of current trends, offering stability but leaving the system
vulnerable to shocks like pandemics, wars, and recessions and at risk of deteriorating into SSP3 if
geopolitical tensions escalate or institutions

The world is currently set on a
weaken.*. SSP3 is marked by regional rivalry and

trajectory of muddling along a
path divided between muddled
policy, counterproductive national
and regional rivalry and growth at
any cost, lacking the leadership to
choose an alternative one

national security competition, a path of fractured
politics, slower and uneven economic growth and
persistent inequality combined with high emissions.
SSP4 depicts a divided world of deep inequality,
where an internationally connected elite thrives in
knowledge-intensive sectors while large populations
remain in low-tech, labour-intensive economies. Power concentrates among small political and
business elites, leaving vulnerable groups marginalized.®® Finally, SSP5 represents a bet on
accelerated fossil-fuelled growth, with massive innovation and capital deployment potentially
delivering prosperity, however while simultaneously also risking catastrophic climate impacts if
breakthroughs do not come fast enough.

Progress in creating a more secure and sustainable world is deeply dependent on which pathway
the world most closely follows. American economic nationalism, protectionist tariffs, dismantling
of multilateral cooperation, and aggressive fossil fuel promotion align the US firmly away from
SSP1 (sustainability) and with a hybrid of SSP3 (regional rivalry) and SSP5 (fossil-fuelled growth).
Domestically, the US resembles SSP5 in of maximizing growth at any cost, including maximising
fossil fuel use, but without parallel large-scale investment in the technological breakthroughs in
climate and other assets that SSP5 assumes would eventually mitigate climate risks. At the same
time, the US retreat from global cooperation (withdrawals from WHO, UNESCO, UNFCCC Paris
commitments, and aid cuts) and emphasis on unilateral action echo SSP3's regional rivalry and
fragmentation, where short-term national security and economic gains override global
collaboration.

At the global level, current US policies accelerate a slide away from SSP2's “muddling middle”
trajectory and toward a hybrid of rising political fragmentation and insecurity, combined with
increasing fossil-fuel dependence. This path produces an emissions profile resembling SSP5, but
with the fractured geopolitical order of SSP3, while technological leadership in climate solutions
increasingly lies elsewhere, notably with China. If sustained, this path risks combining the worst
features of both scenarios: high emissions with low cooperation, leaving little chance for
coordinated solutions.
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The world now drifts between fragmentation and growth at any cost, a deadlock that neither can
resolve. Only coalitions of those willing to work together towards the common mission of a better
world - linking states, markets, and civil society - can realign growth with sustainability and prevent
a slide into the worst of paths.

Coordination: The Need for Bottom-up Approaches

Although progress against the SDGs and Paris Agreement commitments is measured on a
national level, the underlying challenges they are seeking to address are universal. Issues such as
climate change, pandemics, and mass poverty transcend national borders, and no single country
can address these challenges in isolation. Moreover, the actions of any one country, acting
unilaterally, can have significant collateral international impacts. Even ‘domestic’ actions such as
unsustainable consumption, industrial and agricultural subsidies, lax financial regulation or unfair
tax competition can generate negative externalities that impact sustainable development and
climate efforts of countries thousands of miles away.

Multilateral cooperation is critical for countries to pool resources, share knowledge, and coordinate
efforts to maximize their impact and fairly allocate costs. The UN, the world's most representative
and authoritative intergovernmental organization, in its 80th year, since inception, has played a
vital and enduring role in upholding international peace and security, advancing economic and
social development, and promoting the rule of law across nations. Despite these achievements and

its continued relevance, there is growing debate The UN remains the only global

institution capable of galvanising
worldwide change, yet it is being
killed with a thousand cuts and has
a power structure at the UN Security
Council Permanent Council
representing 75% of the world'’s
population

about whether it is truly best positioned to lead and
coordinate the global implementation of the SDGs.
The UN was founded with a mandate focused on
international peace and security and preventing
armed conflict.?” While the Charter also referenced
economic and social cooperation, the global agenda
of sustainable development was added much later
through subsequent agreements such as the MDGs
and SDGs. Founded after the Second World War, its institutional architecture, particularly the
Security Council, reflects the geopolitical power balance of the post- war era and remains
dominated by a handful of nations to this day. In a far more multipolar world, this now looks like an
imbalance that undermines its legitimacy, particularly where the emerging economies of the Global
South are increasingly central to global progress. The lack of reform in the Council's composition
and decision-making processes, despite concentrated efforts by rising nations such as India, raises
questions about whether the UN can serve as a neutral and effective steward of a universal
development agenda; the UN Secretary General has called for reforms to increase
representation.®®

Beyond structural imbalances, the UN's development system remains fragmented across dozens
of specialized and often overlapping agencies, funds, and programs: UNEP for environment and
climate policies; UNDP for poverty reduction, governance, and environment; UNICEF for child
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welfare, education, and health; UNFPA for reproductive health and population issues; and the
WEP for food aid and hunger relief, just to name a few. This fragmentation has often led to
inefficiencies, duplication of efforts, and a lack of coherent strategy. At the same time, the
organization as a whole has struggled to adapt to fast-evolving, cross-border threats such as
climate change, cyber warfare, and digital surveillance, which require agile, integrated, and
anticipatory responses. In many parts of the Global South, where the SDGs are most urgently
needed, the UN faces a growing crisis of legitimacy and effectiveness. Its initiatives are sometimes
seen as externally imposed, slow-moving, or out of touch with local realities. None of this is not
surprising since it is a forum to create alignment among 193 member states.

However, the UN's very real challenges notwithstanding, there is simply no other global or
multilateral organization in place in the world today that could fill its shoes or overcome these

Even with the criticism levelled challenges, and so (a few right-wing libertarian fringe

against it, thre is no over-arching
organisation in the world that can
galvanise change as the UN can

efforts aside)® there have been no attempts thusfar
by countries to leave or disband the UN, and global
efforts to date have focused on reform. However,
efforts to streamline the development system, or
modernize governance frameworks have consistently stalled due to competing national interests,
entrenched power imbalances, and bureaucratic inertia. These challenges make it unlikely that
the UN can evolve swiftly or decisively enough to meet the demands of the 2030 Agenda. Making
it likely that a post 2030 agenda is required.

As a result, in the absence of an effective top-down organizing force for the SDGs, the world must
increasingly look to bottom-up approaches to drive progress. Decentralized efforts, though varied
and uneven (at least initially) may offer the flexibility, resource mobilization and deployment of
solutions needed to close the implementation gap where global institutions have faltered.

Capitalization: The Need to Mobilize Financial Resources

A second key challenge to progress on the SDGs and longer-term climate change beyond 2030 is
financial. Many countries, particularly in the Global South, face constrained fiscal space, often
burdened by high levels of sovereign debt that limit their ability to invest in essential services,
infrastructure, and climate resilience. Development priorities are increasingly sidelined as
governments struggle with rising interest payments and tight budgetary conditions, At the same
time, funding for global public goods, such as climate adaptation, biodiversity conservation, and
pandemic preparedness, remains grossly inadequate, with the industrialized world repeatedly
failing to step up to help mitigate the impacts arising from their past development models and
choices, despite bearing the responsibility for filling the funds they have designated for these
purposes, including the Adaptation Fund, the Loss and Damage Fund, and the Green Climate
Fund among others.
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The United States has over time reduced its contributions to the UN, and with it started to cede
power and influence to others, in particular, China.*> In 2025, America has gone further by
potentially upending its and the West's ability to fund development: security costs have been
passed on to its allies (European NATO members would need to spend roughly US$1 trillion over
25 years to replace U.S. defence capabilities in

Furope)*'; foreign aid budgets have been cut, or The world needs the US at this
effectively eliminated entirely as in the case of USAID  critical juncture to lead in solving
(cutting about US$9.4 billion in foreign aid/public ~ major global issues, playing its
broadcasting, terminated over 80% of USAID traditional leadership role
programs, and unilaterally cancelled US$4.9 billion in

foreign aid)**“; and participation in key UN organizations such as the WHO has been rolled back
(The U.S. exit from WHO has created a shortfall of roughly US$400 million in its 2026-27 budget)*,
and UNESCO where the US has announced its withdrawal (representing 8% of UNESCO's budget)*®,
limiting the potential for multilateral engagement and joint action to address urgent challenges.

Simultaneously, aggressive trade and tariff wars have disrupted the global economy - projected to
reduce global GDP by 1.1% by 2030, with steep losses for Mexico (-3.5%), the U.S. (-2.5%), and
Canada (-2.7%) - and reduced the capacity and willingness to support emerging economies -,
while cuts to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives at home and abroad threaten to
undermine widespread growth. Most recently, Washington’'s withdrawal from both the Paris
Agreement and the global “Compromiso de Sevilla,” a declaration outlining a renewed
development financing framework, is a big loss to the world and will undercut global climate
cooperation and energy transition efforts at a critical juncture, further weakening the credibility of
collective financing pledges.

The wider Western economic picture only magnifies these constraints. Many advanced
economies are themselves struggling to deliver sufficient public services, facing stagnant growth,
aging populations, and mounting debt, leaving them less willing and able to finance development
abroad. Official development assistance (ODA) and financial transfers from the Global North to
the South have fallen short of longstanding commitments, particularly considering the expanded
financing needs created by COVID-19, climate shocks, and inflation.

Local public finance is woefully insufficient to bridge the gap. And while blended finance tools
exist on paper, they remain underdeveloped. Without stable governance, reliable public funding,
or credible multilateral guarantees, private investment stays on the sidelines. yet mechanisms to
crowd in private capital, such as blended finance frameworks and de-risking instruments, remain
both underdeveloped and underutilized. Despite growing recognition of the private sector’s role
in achieving the SDGs, many emerging economies lack the institutional capacity and regulatory
conditions to attract large-scale investment at the pace and scale required.

The change in the economics of the West - while still being the largest pools of capital in the world
- because of recent trade, war and domestic issues creates a situation where the governments of
the West are likely less able or willing to play their historic roles as the world's reliable
international financiers and global coordinator. Without a transformative shift in how
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development is financed, aligning public, private, and multilateral actors, the SDGs risk becoming

an unrealized ambition. And with debt, inflation, and urgency all rising, the window to act is

shrinking fast, further exacerbated by the fact that the price tag of meeting the goals continues to

rise.

In summary
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Failure to meet agreements on development and climate. The SDGs and Paris Agreement
represent the boldest global framework for people, planet, and prosperity but only 17-
20% of targets are on track, over 700 million people remain in extreme poverty, and global
temperatures are headed to 2.5C-3C above pre-industrial levels.

Momentum lost after COP26. At Glasgow US$130 trillion was pledged through GFANZ and
90% of global GDP was covered by net zero commitments yet progress has regressed with
GFANZ unravelled, and emissions hitting a record 37.8 gigatonnes in 2024.

Withdrawal of essential US multilateral leadership. In 2025, Washington withdrew from the
SDGs, boycotted FFD4, cut about US$9.4 billion in foreign aid ending 80% of USAID
programs, withdrew from WHO creating a US$400 million shortfall, and announced exit
from UNESCO.

Financing failure. Fossil fuel subsidies of US$7 trillion in 2022 dwarfed climate investments,
remaining material to date, while adaptation finance and support for low-income
economies remained critically short, far short of the US$4.5 trillion needed annually for
net zero, leaving progress slower than before 2015 and exposing the Global South to
escalating shocks.

Drifting into dangerous pathways. The world sits between the IPCC's scenarios (SSP2)
mediocrity and (SSP5) growth at any cost combining high fossil fuel use with low
cooperation, which leaves no major country on track to meet the SDGs this century and
embeds systemic risks of inequality, environmental collapse, mass migration and
geopolitical fragmentation.
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