
 

 

 
 
 
 
  Regional Conversation on Financing for Development 

Financing sustainable development and addressing debt risks in the 

aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic: 

Potential of innovative sustainable financing strategies 

 

Introduction 
 

The financing needs to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was substantial even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic; estimated at $1.5 trillion for the Asia-Pacific region or 5% of the region’s 
combined GDP. For several least developed countries (LDCs), such financing requirements are 
considerably higher, at around 15 to 20% of their respective GDPs. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated such financing challenges. Especially worrisome is that many developing countries are 
unable to meet the essential health and humanitarian needs of their people and to recover from the 
socio-economic crisis, owing to growing fiscal constraints and rising debt servicing obligations.  
Policymakers are now faced with an unenviable task – to ensure sustained socio-economic recovery, 
which will require continued fiscal support while finding means to finance the rising fiscal deficit and 
tackle debt sustainability concerns. At the same time, they need to continue to pursue the ambitions of 
the 2030 Agenda and tackle the climate emergency.   
 
To alleviate fiscal constraints and mitigate rising debt stress, the global community has responded by 
providing additional support. For instance, the Debt Services Suspension Initiative (DSSI) of the G20, an 
option that is expiring in December 2021, did provide a temporary debt standstill on official bilateral 
debt services to some countries. The Common Framework for Debt Treatments proposed by the G20 is 
also likely to receive many requests for debt relief going forward. Similarly, a new general allocation of 
$650 billion in Special Drawing Rights by the IMF is also an encouraging development, though how the 
additional resources will be channelled to the countries that need the most support remains to be seen.  
 
While these initiatives are welcome, the extent to which they will suffice to alleviate the financing 
pressures faced by developing countries and tackle debt-related challenges is unclear. For one, the bulk 
of the debt of many developing countries is owed to private creditors who are not engaging in 
international debt relief efforts. Similarly, many countries are concerned about likely credit rating 
downgrades if they take advantage of debt relief measures.   
 
The UN Secretary-General is leading the UN’s efforts on these and related challenges. His policy brief 
on liquidity and debt, issued in March 2021, outlines the contours of potential solutions that can help 
create space for investments in crisis response, the SDGs, and climate action. Similarly, the agreed inter-
governmental recommendations of the ECOSOC Forum on Financing for Development, held in April 2021, 
call upon the international community to strengthen inclusive dialogues and mechanisms on sovereign 
debt issues. 
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Building on its Regional Conversation on Financing for Development Issues, organized in August 2020, 
ESCAP is actively contributing to UN efforts in facilitating such dialogues. For instance, ESCAP 
organized a side event on Debt relief in the aftermath of the pandemic: How can regional dialogue help 
during the 77th Session of the Commission. The overall message from this event was that while the 
countries participating in debt relief measures have been successful in avoiding a debt crisis amid a 
complex economic situation, risks remain, and additional measures may be needed.  
 
ESCAP also participated in a side event on Financing a sustainable recovery: The role of debt-relief 
instruments during the High Level Political Forum, held in July 2021, and discussed the potential for 
debt-for-climate swaps to simultaneously relieve debt burdens and facilitate investment in climate 
resilience in the context of the Pacific small island developing States. Debt-for-climate swaps can also 
provide a means for developed countries to meet their commitment under the Paris Agreement to 
provide $100 billion per year on climate finance to developing countries. ESCAP is currently providing 
technical assistance to the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat to assess the feasibility of such a 
mechanism.  

Objectives 

ESCAP is organizing this Regional Conversation to promote regional sharing of experiences and policy 

ideas related to managing debt and mobilizing financial resources in support of SDGs and climate 

action. In this vein, there is a need to explore further the potential of innovative sustainable financing 

instruments and strategies, including debt-for-climate swaps. While several such strategies will be 

discussed during the deliberations of the forthcoming third session of the Committee on 

Macroeconomic Policy, Poverty Reduction and Financing for Development, to be held in October 2021, a 

dedicated, focused and a high-level Regional Conversation will help shape priorities for policymakers in 

the region. One innovative financing strategy, for instance, is debt-for-climate swaps which, as 

mentioned above, can simultaneously ease debt distress and channel financial resources for climate 

action, thus supporting the pursuit of the SDGs.  

The main objective of this Regional Conversation is to exchange views with policymakers and experts 

on how to increase the availability of financing for sustainable development and climate action and 

address debt risks. 

The conversation will focus on the following questions: 

1. What strategies and policies are developing countries of the region pursuing to address debt 

risks and channel financial resources in support of SDGs and climate action?  

2. Is the current international debt architecture, including the Common Framework and collective 

action clauses in sovereign bonds, sufficient to address rising debt risks? If not, what reforms 

are needed? 

3. What is the potential for scaling up debt-for-climate swaps as a tool to reduce debt risks and 
increase investments in climate action? What should be the broad contours of a framework for 
this purpose, and how regional cooperation could help? 

4. How can ESCAP help developing countries of the Asia-Pacific region address financing 

challenges and explore the potential of innovative sustainable financing strategies? 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Follow us: 

 
https://www.unescap.org/ 

     
@unescap 

 
@unitednationsescap 

 
@united-nations-escap 

 

Tentative Programme 
 

Friday, 22 October 2021   

Opening   

Mr. Hamza Malik, Director, Macro Economic Policy and 
Financing for Development, ESCAP 

Moderator  
14 min 

10:00 – 10:14 

 
Ms. Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana, United Nations Under-
Secretary-General and Executive Secretary, ESCAP 

Opening remarks  

Eminent speakers  

H.E. Mr. Mark Brown, Prime Minister of the Cook Islands 7 min 

10 :14 –10 :21 

H.E. Mr. Carlos Dominguez III, Secretary of Finance of the Philippines 7 min 

10 :21 – 10 :28 

H.E. Mr. Ibrahim Ameer, Minister of Finance of Maldives 7 min 

10 :28 – 10 :35 

H.E. Mr. Ajith Nivard Cabraal, Governor of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka 7 min 

10 :35 –10 :42 

Mr. Henry Puna, Secretary General of the Pacific Island Forum  7 min 

10 :42 – 10 :49 

Mr. Amar Bhattacharya, Senior Fellow, Center for Sustainable Development, Brookings 
Institution 

7 min 

10 :49 – 10 :56 

Mr. Pekka Morén, Special Representative of the Finance Minister on Climate Action, Finance 
Ministry, Finland  

7 min 

10 :56 – 11 :03 

Mr. Jeromin Zettelmeyer, Deputy Director, Strategy, Policy and Review Department, 
International Monetary Fund 

7 min 

11 :03 – 11 :10 

Mr. Asanaly Duisembay, Director, State Borrowing Department, Ministry of Finance, Kazakhstan 7 min 

11:10 – 11:17 

Mr. Erik Grigoryan, expert in environmental economics and former Minister of Environment of 
Armenia 

7 min 

11 :17 – 11 :24 

Ms. Yao Wang, Director General, International Institute of Green Finance, Central University of 
Finance and Economics, China 

7 min 

11 :24 – 11 :31 

Questions from the floor 7 min 

11 :31 – 11 :38 
Closing 

Ms. Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana, United Nations Under-
Secretary-General and Executive Secretary of ESCAP 

Closing remarks 7 min 

11 :38 – 11 :45 
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