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Global climate
action needs
trusted finance data

An agreed system is needed to settle disputes
over how much funding richer countries are
providing to poorer nations for green projects.

fortnight before the adoption of the 2015
Paris climate agreement, India’s government
published areport that could haveimperilled
the talks.

Developing countries were being asked to
commit to reducing their greenhouse-gas emissions. In
exchange, they expected developed nations to provide cli-
mate funding totalling US$100 billion a year by 2020. Data
published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), a body that represents many
of the world’s richer nations, said that developed coun-
tries were on their way to meeting this target — providing
around $50 billion annually to low- and middle-income
countries (go.nature.com/3rrmvoe). But India said that
the real figure was nearer $2.2 billion, and that the OECD
numbers were open to “gaming’ and exaggeration” (go.
nature.com/3rx5u0p), adding to tensions between the
two sides.

The Paris meeting was rescued. Developed and devel-
oping countries alike pledged to reduce greenhouse-gas
emissions, and to come back in 2020 with more-ambitious
commitments. But arguments over funding data have
endured. Fiveyearson, they are casting ashadow over the
next United Nations climate conference (COP26), sched-
uled for November, when nations are expected to meet in
Glasgow, UK, to take stock of their climate commitments.

Thisisacrucial year for efforts to combat climate change.
Anumber of countries are pledging towork towards achiev-
ing net-zero emissions. But there’s been little progress
inresolving disagreements over public climate-finance
provision. According tothe OECD’s latest data, developed
countries mobilized nearly $80 billion in 2018 — $62.2 bil-
lion of it from public sources and $14.6 billion in private
finance (go.nature.com/38fujnd). Ifincreases continue at
the same rate, these nations are within touching distance
of the $100-billion target by 2020.

Butother studies do not support these findings. Accord-
ingto areportreleased by the aid group Oxfamlast Octo-
ber, climate-specific assistance provided by developed
countries came to no more than $22.5billion in 2017-18 (go.
nature.com/3hrgxkl). And last month, researchers com-
missioned by the UN secretary-general Anténio Guterres
found that donors were over-reporting climate-funding
databy $3 billion to $4 billion (go.nature.com/2mdzghp).

Such disagreements are not new, but they are once again
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fuelling mistrust ahead of a crucial climate meeting, says
Saleemul Huq, director of the International Centre for
Climate Change and Development, which is based in
Dhaka. Ideally, verification should fall to organizations or
processes that all sides can trust. Only then will there be
any hope of resolving these disagreements.

A major point of contention is the fact that more than
80% of climate finance supplied to developing countries
comprises loans. The proportion of climate funding given
as grants has been falling — between 2013 and 2018, for
example, it dropped from 27% to 20%. The trend towards
loansis problematic, bothbecause loans need tobe repaid,
withinterest,and because they tend to be provided for pro-
jectsthat candemonstrate areturn ontheinvestment, such
as power generation. Loans are less likely to be obtained
for projects, such as the building of flood defences, that
are designed to help countries become moreresilient but
do not make money.

Butitis thelack of agreed and trusted accounting rules
for climate finance that fuels mistrust. The authors of
India’s 2015 report arrived at the $2.2-billion figure by
counting money that they said had been disbursed. By
contrast, the data from donors include all pledged fund-
ing, whether or not the money has reached the recipients.
The OECD dataalso count funding for projects withonly a
partiallink to climate mitigation.

The OECD’s researchers are working to a rulebook
agreed at a previous climate meeting, COP24, held in
Poland in 2018, and UN member states are looking at how
toimprove dataaccuracy. But even with clear criteriaand
better reporting, one thing willnot change: the OECDisan
intergovernmental body that does not represent the major-
ity of nations. If recurring arguments are to be avoided,
a climate-finance verification mechanism needs to be
found that fully incorporates the perspectives of OECD
non-members.

To agree onnew accounting rules, both developed and
developing countries should consider taking advice from
atrusted third party that already has arole in setting data
standards, butis notinvolvedininternational diplomacy.
That could be the UN Statistical Commission or the Inter-
national Organization for Standardization. “Countries
should come up with proposals,” says Selwin Hart, who
advises Guterres on climate finance. “There needs tobea
meeting of minds so that all sides can be confident there
isaccuracy and accountability,” he adds.

The COP26 meeting is less than a year away. Widely
seenas the world’s last chance to take meaningful, unified
action on climate change, it must succeed. That means
developed and developing countries must agree on
more-ambitious targets to reduce emissions, and ensure
that the poorest countries, and those most vulnerable
to climate change, receive support as they develop their
economiesinamore sustainable manner and prepare for
the inevitable effects of global warming. The $100-billion
pledge s a fraction of what is needed. Ultimately, invest-
ments around the world must shift to support sustainable
development. Ifgloballeaders can accomplish that, Earth
might yet have a chance.
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Correction

This Editorial erroneously stated that the
OECD climate-finance data count funding
for more-efficient coal-fired power.
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