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UNCTAD's World Investment Report 2014:
Investing in the Sustainable Development Goals
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are set to replace the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) after 2015. In its 2014 World Investment Report, the United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development (UNCTAD) assesses the developing countries' needs for financing in SDG-sensitive
sectors over the period 2015 to 2030. UNCTAD points to a financing gap of US$2.5 trillion per year
and suggests reflecting on policies to raise the share of private-sector participation in order to
narrow that gap.

Looking ahead: the post-2015 development framework
At the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development held in Rio de Janeiro in June 2012 (Rio+20),
the international community agreed to develop a set of international development goals to replace the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) when these expire at the end of 2015. An Open Working Group
(OWG) was established in January 2013 by the UN General Assembly to study the issue in depth. In its report
from July 2014, the OWG proposed 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) together with 169 targets to
steer and coordinate the actions of the governments, the private sector, and the international and non-
governmental organisations towards achieving sustainable development. The SDGs would go further than
the Millennium Development Goals in addressing a wide range of areas, such as poverty reduction, food
security, health, education, employment, equality, climate change, ecosystems and biodiversity. The
European Parliament has taken an active part in the debate on the post-2015 development framework. On
25 November 2014, it adopted a resolution on the issue.

EP Resolution on 'the EU and the global development framework after 2015'

The EP stresses that the MDGs had many successes, but that progress had been unequal, both within and between
countries. Furthermore, the MDGs did not address underlying structural factors that lead to poverty and inequality. This
should be remedied by the global sustainable development framework after 2015. With regard to financing, the EP calls
for the EU to facilitate public-private partnerships where possible and to prioritise engaging the experience, expertise
and management systems of the private sector, in partnership with public resources. Moreover, the EU should continue
to support developing countries in their efforts to increase the mobilisation of public and private domestic resources.

Financing gaps could be reduced...
An Intergovernmental Committee of Experts on Sustainable Development Financing was established by the
UN General Assembly in June 2013. It presented its report on options to finance a future sustainable
development agenda in August 2014. In its turn, the United Nations Conference of Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) focuses in its 2014 World Investment Report on how to enhance investment in developing
countries in SDG-related sectors. As a first step in the analysis, UNCTAD scanned existing studies to make
estimates of the investment needs of developing countries in SDG-related sectors over the period 2015 to
2030. Evidently, quantifying financing needs for such a wide range of targets over a 15-year period is
complex and necessarily imprecise, since estimates are dependent on a host of assumptions. Nevertheless,
they can offer guidance on the magnitude of the financing requirements involved, and provide orientation
with regard to the policy measures that need to be applied in pursuit of the SDGs.
UNCTAD has established that the financing requirements in the developing countries' key SDG sectors are
within the range US$3.3 to 4.5 trillion annually, with a midpoint of US$3.9 trillion (see table 1 for the
breakdown by sector). Given current investment levels in the developing countries (US$$1.4 trillion), this
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would translate into an annual investment gap of US$2.5 trillion, to be financed either by private or public-
sector sources. At the current level of participation, private sector investments would cover US$0.9 trillion of
this gap, while US$1.6 trillion would be left to be financed by public-sector resources – both domestic and
international.

...by raising private sector participation
In order to avoid putting unrealistic strain on the public sector in the developing countries and on official
development assistance (ODA) from international donors, UNCTAD proposes to accompany the SDGs with
strategies to enhance private-sector involvement in appropriate investment in the developing countries. If it
were possible to raise private-sector participation, for example to levels observed in developed countries,
investment in SDG-related sectors in developing countries could increase by US$0.9 trillion per year. The
share left to public sources would shrink correspondingly.

Table 1: Investment needs for the 2015-2030 period in developing countries

Sector Estimated
current
annual
investment
(US$ billion)

Estimated
annual
investment
needs
(US$ billion)

Investment
gap
US$ billion

Private-sector
share of current
investment
(percentage) –
Developing
Countries

Private-sector
share of current
investment
(percentage) –
Developed
Countries

Power ~ 260 630-950 370-690 40-50 80-100
Transport ~ 300 350-770 50-470 30-40 60-80
Telecommunications ~ 160 230-400 70-240 40-80 60-100
Water and sanitation ~ 150 ~ 410 ~ 260 0-20 20-80
Food security and agriculture ~ 220 ~ 480 ~ 260 ~75 ~90
Climate change mitigation ~ 170 550-850 380-680 ~40 ~90
Adaptation to climate change ~ 20 80-120 60-100 0-20 0-20
Health ~ 70 ~ 210 ~ 140 ~20 ~40
Education ~ 80 ~ 330 ~ 250 ~15 0-20
Source: UNCTAD World Investment Report 2014, Table IV.2.

Increasing the involvement of private investors in SDG-related sectors might pose policy dilemmas, since
some of these sectors, such as healthcare and education, may be regarded as sensitive or of a public nature.
To overcome possible difficulties, UNCTAD proposes a set of principles to help governments manage the
trade-offs they may face in attracting private investment to these sectors. These include, among others,
balancing liberalisation and the right to regulate, as well as aligning risk-return rates, adjusted to levels that
would allow private investment to be attracted, with the necessity to offer widely accessible and affordable
services. During the 2014 World Investment Forum, UNCTAD gathered the international development
community to brainstorm on ways to raise private-sector involvement in financing SDGs for the developing
world and to promote an action plan for investing in the SDGs.

The way forward
At the UN level, the Third International Conference on Financing for Development (FFD), to take place in July
2015 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, will address financing questions related to the SDGs. This is in positive
contrast to the MDG process, where financing and implementation policies were not agreed upon until the
2002 Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development, some two years after the Millennium
Declaration. Holding discussions on financing earlier in the process is certainly a welcome development. The
SDGs, as part of a wider post-2015 development agenda, will be debated by the UN General Assembly.
World leaders are expected to adopt the post-2015 development agenda at a summit in September 2015.
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