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INTRODUCTION

Answering the question, “What’s going on in development?”, 
isn’t easy. With exhaustive amounts of data and analysis at 
our fingertips, the best-informed of us can find it hard to 
choose what to read, remember and reference.

The trends report and these theme cards aim to help UNDP 
colleagues orient themselves in a constantly changing 
landscape by providing an overview of the issues that 
should be on everyone’s radar in 2024. Among lots of 
trends reports out there, this one is written for UNDP.

STRUCTURE

Each theme describes:

§ Key trends

§ The current picture

§ What to watch: emerging issues that look likely
to become more prominent or serious

§ Still uncertain… : weak signals of change whose
direction and meaning are not yet clear
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METHODOLOGY

The Strategy & Futures Team ran ten workshops in 2023 
with UNDP’s Communities of Practice. Thematic experts 
presented the top trends in their area, which over 500 
participants then compared with signals of change emerging 
from the Future Trends & Signals System (FTSS). This 
helped reveal the nuances and gaps in the “known” trends, 
showing us what to watch for.
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Conflicts are proliferating — from Sudan to Ukraine to Gaza. 2023 witnessed a three-decade high in the 
number of conflicts worldwide and the highest number of conflicts since World War II.

Geopolitical trends are affecting global trade. While the global economy remains highly integrated, global trade 
is set to contract by 5% in 2023. Trade in goods is expected to decline by $2 trillion. Since 2019 the number of 
new trade barriers each year has almost tripled. Low- and middle-income countries are likely most at risk from 
economic fragmentation. The 2024 outlook is highly uncertain.

Disillusionment: In a more multipolar world, countries of the Global South pick and choose their allies, resisting 
pressure to align consistently with any major power.  Countries are hedging their bets, adopting a tactical 
approach to multilateral issues. Some 40 countries abstained or voted against condemning Russia for its 
invasion of Ukraine.  While over 60 countries signed agreements on China's Digital Silk Road, many are trying to 
remain technologically agnostic.

New or expanding alliances: Countries of the Global South are building new alliances, from an expanded G20 
(including the African Union) to the BRICS expansion to Egypt, Iran, Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia and the UAE from 
January 2024.  

Global cooperation : A mild decline in global cooperation (down 2% since 2020) may speak to increased 
scepticism about the benefits of globalization. More nationalist or protectionist policies could jeopardise the 
gains to be had from a renewed drive towards broader, more inclusive integration.

• Conflicts are proliferating and intensifying

• Geopolitical tensions beginning to weaken global trade

• Developing countries asserting themselves, with “a la carte"
coalitions and ad hoc alignment

• The Summit of the Future as an opportunity to consider
reforms to global governance, re-build trust and strengthen
multilateral cooperation

• How ad hoc coalitions proliferate, given lack of progress
towards multilateral reform

• How far commitments to the Global South - eg COP 28 loss &
damage fund – are fulfilled, and the impact on Global South
trust

WHAT TO WATCH

• How climate, geoengineering, AI alignment and other
"borderless" wicked problems may spark disputes – or new
multilateral efforts to address them?

• Splintering of positions makes it harder to predict which way
countries will lean in crises

STILL UNCERTAIN…

TRENDS
Conflicts are increasing and splintering positions among states. The multilateral chess board is 
becoming more fluid, as nations align less readily with familiar political blocs.  Countries of the 
Global South are voicing their disillusion with the multilateral system and developing their own 
alliances and positions.  Beyond conflict, geopolitical tensions are making themselves felt in 
global trade patterns and volumes, increasing the risks of a fragmenting global order.  What 
nations say is not necessarily what they do; economic ties persist despite political differences.

MULTILATERALISM IN FLUX

https://press.un.org/en/2024/sc15558.doc.htm
https://press.un.org/en/2024/sc15558.doc.htm
https://press.un.org/en/2023/sc15184.doc.htm
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditcinf2023d3.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditcinf2023d3.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2023/08/28/the-high-cost-of-global-economic-fragmentation
https://cepr.org/about/news/press-release-geoeconomic-fragmentation-economic-risks-fractured-world-economy
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/geopolitical-polyamory-us-china-rivalry-most-countries-wont-pick-sides-by-mark-leonard-2023-11
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/world/global-south-defense-fence-sitters
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/world/global-south-defense-fence-sitters
https://www.friendsofeurope.org/insights/critical-thinking-winning-back-the-global-south-difficult-but-not-impossible/
https://www.economist.com/international/2023/04/11/how-to-survive-a-superpower-split
https://www.economist.com/international/2023/04/11/how-to-survive-a-superpower-split
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/02/1133847
http://www.beltandroadforum.org/english/n101/2023/1010/c124-895.html
https://thediplomat.com/2023/08/chinas-digital-silk-road-and-malaysias-technological-neutrality/
https://english.elpais.com/international/2023-02-20/how-the-west-and-asian-powers-are-vying-for-support-from-the-global-south.html
https://www.ft.com/content/c04006fb-0ce2-4b65-ac47-974891d09b9b
https://www.reuters.com/world/brics-poised-invite-new-members-join-bloc-sources-2023-08-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/brics-poised-invite-new-members-join-bloc-sources-2023-08-24/
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Cooperation_Barometer_2024.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/wtr23_e/wtr23_e.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda/summit-of-the-future


Polycrisis: conflicts, surging inflation, pandemics, energy security, disasters, climate change and environmental 
degradation – are intersecting and compounding one another: a “polycrisis” of interconnected events.

Growing conflict: The world became less peaceful for the 13th time in the last 15 years. Conflict intensified, 
with deaths and conflict events increasing by 14% and 28% respectively (2022–2023 ). Political risk reached a 5-
year high in 2023. 43 countries have seen a significant increase in the risk to human security since 2020.

Increasing disaster risk: Disasters have multiplied five-fold in the last 50 years, driven by the impacts of climate 
change. Environmental degradation (40% of the earth) makes hazards more intense and more frequent, and 
people more vulnerable.

Weaker communities: Increasing loneliness and disconnection are reducing civic engagement, weakening 
social cohesion and making people more vulnerable to polarization: one of the world’s top 10 short-term risks.

Growing wealth and income inequalities are another driver of social discontent and more polarised societies. 
Although global inequality (across countries) has broadly declined since the 1990’s (with some 
exceptions, eg sub-Saharan Africa), inequality within countries has risen. Income inequality has risen within 
most advanced economies and major emerging economies (equal to two-thirds of global population).

Threats to stability may emerge where we least expect, eg jellyfish proliferating due to climate change, forcing 
nuclear power station shutdowns.

• Conflicts are proliferating and intensifying

• Declining institutional and social trust, breeding polarization
and fragility

• Rising income and wealth inequality fueling discontent

• Powerful El Nino pattern likely to hit hard in 2024, bringing
extreme weather

• Positive “tipping points” in energy, transport and food could
save millions of lives

• Managing the trade-offs in reducing systemic risk – eg in
COVID lockdowns, between protecting people’s health and
restricting their freedom

WHAT TO WATCH

• Technological breakthroughs to manage risk, like big data or
crowdsourced risk reporting. Will algorithms get better at
accurately predicting risk?

• Risks of "bio-terrorism" as the spread of AI and genetic
engineering allow even non-experts to threaten national
security

STILL UNCERTAIN…

POLYCRISIS: THE ULTIMATE RESILIENCE TEST
TRENDS

Resilient societies are only as strong as their weakest ties. In times of "polycrisis" with 
cascading and compounding effects across social, economic and environmental systems, the 
strength of societies is threatened by a multitude of risks. Conflict is intensifying. In the 
hyper-connected digital world, polarization and fake news are weakening trust in institutions 
and in each other, degrading social cohesion. Climate change and environmental degradation 
undermine our human and planetary capacity to cope, and make disasters more frequent, 
more intense.

https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/GPI-2023-Web.pdf
https://www.iiss.org/publications/armed-conflict-survey/2023/editors-introduction/
https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/risk-signals-global-political-risk-at-highest-level-in-five-years/
https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/risk-signals-global-political-risk-at-highest-level-in-five-years/
https://www.maplecroft.com/capabilities/human-rights-and-social-risk/insights/threats-to-human-security-rise-in-more-than-20-percent-of-countries/
https://www.undrr.org/gar/gar2023-special-report
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/08/hillary-clinton-essay-loneliness-epidemic/674921/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-risks-report-2024/digest/
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/Inequality/introduction-to-inequality
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/rising-inequality-a-major-issue-of-our-time/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/oct/01/jellyfish-clog-swedish-nuclear-reactor-shutdown
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/oct/01/jellyfish-clog-swedish-nuclear-reactor-shutdown
https://www.eurasiagroup.net/live-post/risk-9-el-nino-is-back
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2023-12-06-new-report-tipping-point-threats-and-opportunities-accelerate.html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/17456916211034499
https://typeset.io/questions/will-ai-be-better-at-predicting-risks-5214q71bfc
https://www.mirasafety.com/blogs/news/ai-and-bioterrorism
https://unicri.it/News/Algorithms-Terrorism-UNICRI-UNOCCT


Deteriorating democracy: The V-Dem Institute judges that the level of democracy enjoyed by the average 
global citizen in 2022 was down to 1986 levels, with drastic deterioration in the last 10 years in freedom of 
expression, quality of elections, government censorship of the media and repression of civil society. There have 
been seven successful coups d’état or unconstitutional transfers of power in Africa since 2020.  

Decreasing trust: According to the Edelman Trust Barometer, people see government as far less competent 
and ethical than business and non-governmental organisations. They also believe that over 60% of leaders in 
government, business and the media try to mislead people by saying things they know are false.  These levels 
of distrust are driving polarisation: seen as the 3rd greatest short-term global risk.

A la carte worldviews: 81% of people interviewed by the last World Values Survey said living in a democratic 
country mattered a lot to them.  Yet 52% agreed a strong leader unbeholden to legislatures or elections was a 
good thing.  Dissatisfaction with the actual functioning of democracy is growing. A small but growing number of 
Americans say use of force is justified to achieve political ends. 

Public reaction ranges from activism to apathy. Even as more countries are cracking down on freedom of 
speech, and 95 journalists and over 400 human rights defenders were murdered in 2023 and 2022 
respectively, public protests worldwide doubled between 2017 and 2022. Yet other people decide to 
disengage altogether. Wider, socially coordinated inaction is taking on new forms to express discontent at scale, 
particularly among younger generations.

• Democratic backsliding and shrinking civic space

• Decreasing trust

• Increasing polarisation

• Over 70 elections this year will give over half the world the
chance to vote.  Generative AI-powered threats like more
convincing deepfakes may spread disinformation and
intensify polarization – threatening to undermine the
legitimacy of newly elected governments and provoke civil
unrest

• Innovative activism and online groups spilling over into real
life

• New leadership roles, like Head of Uncertainty or Chief Heat
Officer

• Debate & crowdsourcing of ideas about new forms of the
social contract

WHAT TO WATCH

• “DIY social contracts” where citizens take collective action to
provide their own schooling, security, healthcare, water or
energy

• The future of democracy, when young people are voting
less, dissatisfied with democracy and their leaders?

STILL UNCERTAIN…

THE TRUST DEFICIT
TRENDS

Trust continues to diminish in public institutions worldwide.  Trust in governments is especially 
fragile.  Against a background of deteriorating democracy worldwide, this trust deficit 
is undermining social contracts between governments and people. Reactions range from 
apathy to activism, across the political spectrum and in different political systems. The 70+ 
elections in 2024 will put political engagement and trust in democratic systems to the test.

https://v-dem.net/documents/29/V-dem_democracyreport2023_lowres.pdf
https://www.idea.int/blog/explainer-when-do-you-call-seizure-power-coup-and-why-does-it-matter
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2024-01/2024%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Global%20Report_0.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2024.pdf
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/jul/25/us-political-crisis-radicalizing-republicans-democrats-alike
https://time.com/6160337/hard-to-care-about-anything/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/17/argentina-president-javier-milei-security-guidelines-protests-currency-devaluation
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2023/marking-50-years#a-possible-turning-point-for-global-freedom
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2023/marking-50-years#a-possible-turning-point-for-global-freedom
https://cpj.org/data/killed/2023/?status=Killed&motiveConfirmed%5B%5D=Confirmed&motiveUnconfirmed%5B%5D=Unconfirmed&type%5B%5D=Journalist&type%5B%5D=Media%20Worker&start_year=2023&end_year=2023&group_by=location
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.scmp.com/yp/discover/lifestyle/article/3194858/lying-flat-letting-it-rot-why-chinas-frustrated-youth-are
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/398306/quiet-quitting-real.aspx
https://www.economistgroup.com/group-news/the-economist/2024-will-put-a-spotlight-on-the-global-state-of-democracy-as-more-people
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2024.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2024.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/bts-army-maengbang-butter-protest-b2386966.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/03/tiktok-stars-clean-up-the-influencers-saving-indonesias-polluted-rivers-and-beaches
https://harvardpublichealth.org/climate-change/chief-heat-officer-a-new-job-in-the-fight-against-climate-change/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/climate-change/chief-heat-officer-a-new-job-in-the-fight-against-climate-change/
https://democracyjournal.org/magazine/a-new-social-contract-for-the-21st-century/
https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/528793/which-social-contract-for-the-21st-century/
https://www.biznews.com/sarenewal/2023/12/13/private-education-soars-public-system-falters-boosting-curro-advtech
https://apnews.com/article/south-africa-crime-private-security-1ae2684872212284033cad127fe88b4b
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.2147/IJGM.S223882
https://blogs.worldbank.org/water/many-countries-rely-private-providers-access-water-blindly-embracing-these-sources-clean
https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV7.jsp
https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV7.jsp
https://freedomhouse.org/article/why-are-youth-dissatisfied-democracy
https://www.bath.ac.uk/announcements/government-inaction-on-climate-change-linked-to-psychological-distress-in-young-people-new-study/


The equality gap: Not a single indicator for SDG5, gender equality, has been met - or even “almost” met.  Women 
globally are empowered to achieve only 60% of their full potential. By 2030, over 340 million women and girls could 
still be living in extreme poverty; 1 in 4 will be food-insecure.

Social norms: Nearly 90% of men and women hold fundamental biases against women.  The decline in democracy 
for the past 17 years has gone with a gender backlash, constraining women’s rights and rolling back gender 
equality. In only 14 countries do women have equal legal rights to men.  In 2021 a woman was killed every 11 minutes 
by a relative.  A quarter of people worldwide believe it is justifiable for a man to beat his wife.

Women in conflict and fragile settings face particular challenges: increased maternal mortality and morbidity, lack of 
healthcare, girls out of school. Only 16% of conflict negotiators in 2022 were women. Only 0.3% of bilateral 
aid ($148 million) supported women’s rights organizations in fragile settings in 2021.

Women in politics: Women remain underrepresented in politics; the share of women as heads of state or government 
has remained around 10% since 1995 and only 26% of parliamentarians are women (though that is up from 11% in 1995, 
and increases to 35% in local government in 141 countries).

Closing the education gap: With some glaring exceptions like Afghanistan, gender gaps have been narrowing in 
education; worldwide, female enrolment in tertiary education tripled from 1995 to 2018. Still, 32% of young women 
aged 15-24 were not in education, employment or training in 2022 (compare 15% of young men)

Violence: New forms of violence against women are emerging online, fueled by digital tools like deepfakes and 
by misogynistic influencers. Online violence forces women out of digital spaces. Underrepresentation of women in 
tech is one reason why generative AI tools are perpetuating harmful gender stereotypes.

The world is very far from equal for women and men, and democratic backsliding is making 
progress even harder. Major hurdles to gender equality remain, including lack of equality in 
law, persistent income gaps and gender-based violence.  Social norms and cultural attitudes to 
gender equality are hard to shift, and the digital world is amplifying misogynistic voices.

• How women’s rights feature in 2024’s electoral campaigns in
70+ countries – and how manifestos translate into action

• Increasing risks to women in conflict environments, from
rape as a weapon of war to lack of medical care and being
sidelined in peace negotiations

• Policies that constrain women’s choices (eg encouraging
higher birth rates)

WHAT TO WATCH

• The impact of AI on human relationships.  Will growing
options for human-AI intimacy expand women’s choices or
erode human connection?

• Whether women are empowered or excluded by increasing
digitalization

STILL UNCERTAIN…

TRENDS
• Economic gender gaps persist

• Democratic backsliding eroding gender equality

• Care work falling mostly to women

EQUALITY OVERDUE 

https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/pathsequal2023pdf.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2023/09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-goals-the-gender-snapshot-2023
https://hdr.undp.org/content/2023-gender-social-norms-index-gsni
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2023/marking-50-years
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/03/07/global-backlash-against-womens-rights
https://wbl.worldbank.org/en/wbl
https://stories.undp.org/one-killing-every-11-minutes
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/gsni202303pdf.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(21)00131-8/fulltext
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2022/09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-goals-the-gender-snapshot-2022
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/report-secretary-general-women-and-peace-and-security-s2023725-enarruzh
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/report-secretary-general-women-and-peace-and-security-s2023725-enarruzh
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/report-secretary-general-women-and-peace-and-security-s2023725-enarruzh
https://hdr.undp.org/content/2023-gender-social-norms-index-gsni#/indicies/GSNI
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/gsni202303pdf.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-goals-the-gender-snapshot-2023-en.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-goals-the-gender-snapshot-2023-en.pdf
https://www.cigionline.org/articles/women-not-politicians-are-targeted-most-often-deepfake-videos/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/aug/06/andrew-tate-violent-misogynistic-world-of-tiktok-new-star
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/feature-story/2022/11/pushing-forward-preventing-violence-against-women-in-online-spaces
https://www.cigionline.org/articles/generative-ai-tools-are-perpetuating-harmful-gender-stereotypes/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/feature-story/2023/10/women-are-increasingly-at-risk-in-conflict-underrepresented-in-peace-processes-according-to-un-secretary-general-report


Long term progress: From 1990 to 2018, extreme poverty declined from 38% to 9%.  25 countries 
successfully halved their global MPI values within 15 years.

Further to go: 1.1 billion out of 6.1 billion people live in acute multidimensional poverty across 110 countries.  5 
out of 6 live in Sub-Saharan Africa (534 million) and South Asia (389 million). 84% live in rural areas; half are 
children. By 2030, fragile states will make up 5 of the 10 countries with the highest numbers of extreme poor.

Polycrisis impacts: The 2020-2023 polycrisis of Covid, the war in Ukraine and the cost of living crisis saw 165 
million people fall into poverty, while debt servicing crowded out social protection, health and education 
spending.  UNDP called for a debt-poverty pause until the multilateral system could address debt restructuring.

Income inequality between countries has declined since the 1990’s. Yet within countries (which people notice 
most) it has risen for 71% of the world’s population.

New dimensions of poverty: Some 4.5 billion people are at high risk of an extreme weather event; half are 
poor.  One third of the world has no internet access (39% of people in Asia, 60% in Africa). In 2021 internet users 
in rural areas were half those in urban areas.  Women were 16% less likely than men to use mobile internet.

Gender gaps persist: In 2019, women earned 51 cents for every dollar a man earned.  Women spend over 250 
minutes every day on unpaid care work and up to 18 hours a week collecting wood and fuel.  Most of the 3.2 
million deaths from indoor pollution are women.  If women participated equally in the economy, that could add 
$28 trillion to world GDP in 2025.

• Income poverty is expected to decline in 2023 in 3 out of 4
low- and middle income countries

• Debt distress is burdening the poorest most by reducing
public budgets for social spending

• Gender inequality persists, further holding back progress

• Demographic change -  what will Africa’s youth bulge and
ageing populations mean for the jobs market, migration, the
care economy?

• Will we start to measure vulnerability to digital and data
poverty (e.g. affordability, skills, privacy) – even mental and
spiritual health?

• Digital public infrastructure has huge added value potential
for poverty eradication – provided it’s rights-based and
inclusive

• The impact of rapid urbanization

WHAT TO WATCH

• Potential for creative economies to enable developing
countries to leapfrog innovation and reduce poverty

• Poverty reduction strategies will increasingly need to
consider the rights of non-human entities (e.g., rivers,
oceans, space) and future generations

STILL UNCERTAIN…

POVERTY: A MOVING TARGET
TRENDS

Poverty is changing shape.  Recovery from the shocks of Covid has been uneven; the world 
is still not on track to SDG1 “No poverty”. At current rates, only one-third of countries will have 
halved national poverty by 2030. New deprivations - like climate vulnerability, clean energy 
access and digital access - matter more and more to people’s chances to thrive.  What it 
means to be poor is constantly changing.

https://ourworldindata.org/poverty?insight=global-extreme-poverty-declined-substantially-over-the-last-generation
https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/MPI/2023/2023_MPI_PR_en.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/2023mpireportenpdf.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/MPI/2023/2023_MPI_PR_en.pdf
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/165-million-people-fell-poverty-between-2020-2023-debt-servicing-crowded-out-social-protection-health-and-education-expenditures
https://www.un.org/en/un75/inequality-bridging-divide
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/publication/people-exposed-to-vulnerable-to-and-at-high-risk-from-weather-shocks
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/fixing-the-global-digital-divide-and-digital-access-gap/
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/progress-on-the-sustainable-development-goals-the-gender-snapshot-2023-en.pdf
https://social.desa.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/2023-02/WorldSocialReport2023.pdf
https://social.desa.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/2023-02/WorldSocialReport2023.pdf
https://undp-climate.exposure.co/3-ways-clean-energy-is-a-gamechanger-for-women
https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi/overview/in-the-news/the-economic-benefits-of-gender-parity
https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi/overview/in-the-news/the-economic-benefits-of-gender-parity
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/up-or-down-how-have-poverty-rates-low-and-middle-income-countries-changed-2023
https://www.undp.org/digital/blog/human-and-economic-impact-digital-public-infrastructure


Global public debt peaked at $92 trillion in 2022 – a five-fold increase since 2000.  The 75 countries eligible to 
borrow from the World Bank’s International Development Association have more than doubled their external 
debt since 2012, now at a record $1.1 trillion.  52 countries – 40% of the developing world – are in serious debt 
trouble, including 28 of the 50 most climate-vulnerable.

Debt burden hits the poorest hardest.  Rather than default, some countries are having to "trade off" investments in 
health and education. Some 3.3 billion people now live in countries where debt interest payments exceed spending 
on health or education. 165 million people fell into poverty between 2020 and 2023 as debt servicing crowded 
out social protection, health and education spending.

UNDP estimates that up to $148 billion could be unlocked for the 52 countries in debt distress by restructuring 
existing debt and expanding access to affordable finance. It called for a debt-poverty pause until the multilateral 
system addresses debt restructuring.

Debt and the climate crisis are linked. 70% of public climate finance takes the form of debt. Ironically, poor 
countries’ climate vulnerability raises their cost of borrowing, creating a vicious circle as high debt repayments crowd 
out investment in climate adaptation, resilience or a just transition.

The Bridgetown Agenda 2.0 proposes to reform the global financial system to better support developing countries 
facing escalating climate threats.  20 nations most at risk from climate change are considering halting $685 billion 
repayments to the IMF and World Bank and spending instead on climate change mitigation. In the biggest debt 
for nature swap yet, Ecuador swapped $1.6 billion debt for a $656m loan plus a commitment to spend $323m on 
marine conservation.

• Debt servicing is squeezing investments in health and
education and driving people into poverty

• Increasing debt is hampering the green transition

• Calls for a fairer debt system are echoing beyond the
developing world

• Reaction to proposals for a fairer multilateral lending system:
UN SG’s recommendations to reform the international
financial architecture, the Bridgetown Agenda and AU’s
proposal for a new African Credit Rating Agency

• The effects of enforced austerity on development outcomes
in low- and middle-income countries

WHAT TO WATCH

• Will domestic debt policies (eg student debt forgiveness in
the US) affect voters’ attitudes towards international debt
write-offs, a debt-poverty pause or multilateral system
restructuring?

• Can debt swaps for nature – and other creative solutions to
unsustainable debt - reach serious scale?

STILL UNCERTAIN…

THE DEBT DILEMMA
TRENDS

Developing countries’ debt may have peaked but it’s still a huge burden. Many countries face 
the unenviable choice of servicing their debt or providing public services and investing in 
their future. Current relief measures don’t match the scale of the problem; structural changes 
in the global financial system that recognize the linkage between debt and development – 
including resilience to climate change - are ultimately required.

https://unctad.org/news/un-warns-soaring-global-public-debt-record-92-trillion-2022
https://ida.worldbank.org/en/home
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2023/12/13/developing-countries-paid-record-443-5-billion-on-public-debt-in-2022
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2023/12/13/developing-countries-paid-record-443-5-billion-on-public-debt-in-2022
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-international-finance-architecture-en.pdf)
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-international-finance-architecture-en.pdf)
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/human-costs-of-african-countries-efforts-to-avoid-debt-default-by-masood-ahmed-1-2023-06?barrier=accesspaylog
https://press.un.org/en/2023/sgsm21872.doc.htm#:%7E:text=Some%203.3%20billion%20people%20%E2%80%94%20almost,to%20the%20global%20financial%20system.
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/165-million-people-fell-poverty-between-2020-2023-debt-servicing-crowded-out-social-protection-health-and-education-expenditures
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/debt-savings-us148-billion-could-be-unlocked-un-sdg-stimulus-plan-says-un-development-programme
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/165-million-people-fell-poverty-between-2020-2023-debt-servicing-crowded-out-social-protection-health-and-education-expenditures
https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/The_vicious_cycle.pdf
https://unctad.org/news/global-debt-and-climate-crises-are-intertwined-heres-how-tackle-both
https://odi.org/en/insights/bridgetown-or-bust-why-barbadian-pm-mia-mottleys-agenda-for-reform-of-the-global-economic-governance-is-essential-for-africas-prosperity/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/14/climate/climate-disasters-poor-nations-iimf.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/14/climate/climate-disasters-poor-nations-iimf.html
https://www.ft.com/content/e895761d-63c6-44e7-84d8-ca6dd89a6a20
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-international-finance-architecture-en.pdf)
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-international-finance-architecture-en.pdf)
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20220720/ghana-supports-establishment-african-credit-rating-agency
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/human-costs-of-african-countries-efforts-to-avoid-debt-default-by-masood-ahmed-1-2023-06?barrier=accesspaylog


Still an investment gap: investment in the SDGs increased in 2022, but developing countries’ annual SDG investment 
gap has widened, from $2.5 trillion in 2015 to $4 trillion. Funding is available - the sustainable finance market grew 
10% to $5.8 trillion in 2022; the Global Impact Investing Network expects the impact investment market ($1.1 trillion) to 
expand rapidly - but not enough is directed to developing countries.  

Growing green bonds: Green bonds have raised $2.5 trillion globally. Hong Kong launched a HK$800 million 
Tokenised Green Bond in 2023.  19 emerging market governments from Chile to Uzbekistan have issued green, 
social and sustainability bonds since 2016 (just 2% of the global total of such bonds). 

The ESG backlash continues, particularly in the US, where over one-third of states passed anti-ESG laws in 2023.  
Conversely, advocates dismayed at greenwashing want to “lose the term, double down on the objective.” The US 
Securities & Exchange Commission adopted a new, more stringent labelling rule. BlackRock added “ESG matters” to 
the list of risks the firm faces. 

Stronger reporting requirements: Following the launch of the International Sustainability Standards Board’s 
disclosure standards and the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive in 2023, many jurisdictions plan to 
implement ISSB-aligned reporting rules this year. 

Uptake of the SDG Impact Standards is increasing. One impact investment report found nearly a fifth (19%) of 
investors surveyed using the SDG Impact Standards as their framework to guide impact strategy.  75% of investors 
tracked their investments using the SDGs in 2022, up from 64% in 2017.

• Widening SDG investment gap in developing countries

• Sustainable finance market growing

• Pressure on ESG – from all sides

• Governments move towards legislating on international tax
under a UN Framework Convention on International Tax
Cooperation

• Deloitte predicts consumer purchases of carbon offsets will
become pervasive and grow to $100 billion in developed
economies by 2030. Personal and corporate carbon
calculators are growing in popularity.

• Are companies in emerging markets ready to meet more
stringent measuring and reporting standards?

WHAT TO WATCH

• The impact of the proposed reforms of international
financing architecture

• If ESG is not fit for purpose, what might replace it?

STILL UNCERTAIN…

SUSTAINABLE FINANCE:
FROM ACCOUNTING TO ACCOUNTABILITY TRENDS
Investment in the SDGs is increasing, but it still isn’t enough. Developing countries’ investment needs 
are growing faster than they can attract funding. But we may be on the verge of real change; the 
political “noise” around ESG shouldn’t overshadow the momentum towards real accountability, in the 
form of stronger standards from the ISSB and the EU and stricter penalties for greenwashing. Still 
unknown, though, is how emerging markets will cope with stricter standards – and how geopolitics 
will affect what counts as ‘green’ and sustainable finance.

https://unctad.org/publication/world-investment-report-2023
https://unctad.org/publication/world-investment-report-2023
https://unctad.org/publication/world-investment-report-2023
https://unctad.org/publication/world-investment-report-2023
https://thegiin.org/research/publication/impact-investing-market-size-2022/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2023/04/10/from-india-to-indonesia-green-bonds-help-countries-move-toward-sustainability
https://www.icmagroup.org/market-practice-and-regulatory-policy/fintech-and-digitalisation/fintech-resources/new-fintech-applications-in-bond-markets/
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/98c3baab0ea4fc3da4de0e528a5c0bed-0340012023/original/GSS-Quarterly-Newsletter-Issue-No-2.pdf
https://corpgov.law.harvard.edu/2023/08/31/esg-in-mid-2023-making-sense-of-the-moment/
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/10/03/investing/premarket-stocks-trading/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/us-sec-poised-ban-deceptive-esg-growth-fund-labels-2023-09-20/
https://www.ft.com/content/b7c04084-68ee-4512-833b-0bba4f608a36
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en
https://www.msci.com/documents/1296102/42241274/2024++MSCI+Sustainability+and+Climate+Trends+to+Watch+Paper+Final+.pdf?2
https://www.msci.com/documents/1296102/42241274/2024++MSCI+Sustainability+and+Climate+Trends+to+Watch+Paper+Final+.pdf?2
https://thegiin.org/assets/documents/pub/2023-GIINsight/2023%20GIINsight%20%E2%80%93%20Impact%20Measurement%20and%20Management%20Practice.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2023-11-30/note-correspondents-%E2%80%93-united-nations-framework-convention-international-tax-cooperation
https://www2.deloitte.com/xe/en/insights/industry/financial-services/financial-services-industry-predictions/2023/financial-firms-carbon-offset-market.html
https://techcentral.co.za/fnb-launches-nav-earth-carbon-calculator/233484/
https://stacs.io/esg-reporting-2024-trends/
https://stacs.io/esg-reporting-2024-trends/


Unequal access: 67% of the world was online in 2023. But huge numbers remain offline in the developing 
world; only 27% of people in low-income countries (LIC) used the internet in 2023.  Women’s mobile internet use 
in low- and middle-income countries still lags 19% behind men’s. Of the 900 million women not yet connected, 
nearly two-thirds are in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Excited about AI… says 54% of the world. Demand for AI skills rose as applications like ChatGPT made it 
accessible to the non-expert.  Generative AI – capable of generating novel text, audio, images and video - could 
deliver a $480 billion productivity bonus to the public sector worldwide.

But… as the power of AI expands, risks grow of unequal access, bias and prejudice, malign applications, 
environmental impacts.  The 2024 WEF Global Risk Report considers AI-powered misinformation the world’s 
biggest short-term threat.

AI and jobs: in emerging markets and LICs, 40% and 26% of jobs respectively are “exposed” to AI (would either 
benefit from AI application or be replaced by it).

Governance isn’t keeping up with the pace of change.  Concerns include data privacy (data breaches 
tripled between 2013 and 2021); and environmental impact.  Data centers and ICT networks account for 6%-12% 
of global energy use. The cloud has a bigger carbon footprint than the airline industry.  The UN Global Digital 
Compact (September 2024) will take up many of these issues.

Digital public infrastructure (DPI) can enable digital transformation and strengthen public services, eg through 
digital cash transfers or e-health.  But to further the SDGs, DPI approaches must be rights-based and inclusive.

• AI fueling misinformation

• Momentum increasing around Digital Public Infrastructure

• Digital access and capacity in LICs far below global averages

• AI-powered misinformation, with elections in 70+ countries in
2024

• Data and skills asymmetry is likely to deepen, exacerbating
the digital divide

• Personalized AI, like local climate predictions for farmers;
personalized digital learning platforms; adaptive design for
those with special needs

WHAT TO WATCH

• Governance of AI: a patchwork of national regulations or a
multilateral approach?

• Synthetic AI relationships could break familial & community
bonds

STILL UNCERTAIN…

THE NEXT DIGITAL FRONTIER: ETHICS
TRENDS

Exponential advances in digital tech, including AI, offer huge opportunities for development.  
Digital Public Infrastructure has the potential to benefit whole societies and accelerate the 
SDGs. But realizing this potential demands rights-based, inclusive approaches to digital 
governance.  Otherwise, tech will exacerbate inequalities instead of reducing them, as countries 
and individuals with digital capabilities race ahead, leaving the rest behind. 

https://www.itu.int/itu-d/reports/statistics/2023/10/10/ff23-internet-use/
https://www.gsma.com/r/gender-gap/
https://www.ipsos.com/en/ai-making-world-more-nervous
https://hai.stanford.edu/news/2023-state-ai-14-charts
https://www.forbes.com/sites/bernardmarr/2023/09/19/what-is-generative-ai-a-super-simple-explanation-anyone-can-understand/?sh=65ced67b33e2
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/unlocking-the-potential-of-generative-ai-three-key-questions-for-government-agencies
https://www.forbes.com/sites/emmawoollacott/2023/08/17/chatgpt-has-liberal-bias-say-researchers/?sh=22bde39469c2
https://www.andrew.cmu.edu/user/ales/cib/bias_in_gen_ai.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2024.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2024/01/14/ai-will-transform-the-global-economy-lets-make-sure-it-benefits-humanity
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/pdfs/The-Rising-Threat-to-Consumer-Data-in-the-Cloud.pdf
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/pdfs/The-Rising-Threat-to-Consumer-Data-in-the-Cloud.pdf
https://thereader.mitpress.mit.edu/the-staggering-ecological-impacts-of-computation-and-the-cloud/
https://www.un.org/techenvoy/global-digital-compact
https://www.un.org/techenvoy/global-digital-compact
https://www.undp.org/digital/digital-public-infrastructure


Innovation: Total global investment in R&D (public & private) grew strongly by 5.2% in 2021.  Yet the 
socioeconomic impact of innovation remains low: labor productivity is stagnant, life expectancy continues to 
fall, CO2 emissions have returned to pre-pandemic levels.

The frontier tech market (AI, green hydrogen, electric vehicles, etc) could grow from $1.5 trn to $9.5 trn by 
2030.  Developing economies are still the least ready to make the most of frontier technologies, which rely on 
digitalization and connectivity.  Their share of green tech exports fell from 48% in 2018 to 33% in 2021.  But 
some countries “overperform” (better than their per capita GDP would suggest), including India, the Philippines 
and Viet Nam – showing developing countries can use frontier tech to leapfrog and move ahead.

Future scientists: Students’ proficiency in science remains below average in those developing economies that 
participate in the Programme for International Student Assessment, jeopardising the future uptake of advanced 
tech.

Global patent applications increased from c. 2 million in 2010 to c. 3.5 million in 2022, the vast majority in 
developed economies (plus China and India).

Deep tech: The EU is investing $1.2 bn in “deep tech” innovations in generative AI, space and quantum 
technologies, to stimulate their commercial application to real-world challenges.

Open science: The number of countries with open science policies (making scientific knowledge, methods, 
infrastructure and data freely accessible) has almost doubled since 2021.  The International Science Council 
proposes a new mission-led science model to drive progress towards the SDGs.

• Total global investment in R&D continues to grow, with
developed economies still in the lead

• Cutting-edge technologies such as AI, space tech and
quantum tech are increasingly viewed as strategic national
assets

• The open science movement is growing

• AI is beginning to accelerate scientific productivity (eg new
drug discovery, medical imaging, robots to accelerate
experiments)

• How will momentum towards open science clash with the
race to develop and control strategically important tech
assets like AI or silicon chips?

• The European Space Agency’s space-based solar power
programme; the African Union’s nascent African Outer Space
Flagship Programme

WHAT TO WATCH

• New blockchain-based infrastructure can drive open science
by persuading scientists to share “their” data

• An Open Quantum Institute at CERN aims to offer access to
industrial quantum machines, particularly for SDG-related
applications

STILL UNCERTAIN

MIND THE TECH GAP
TRENDS

Global investment in research and development is increasing.  The market for frontier science 
and technologies could be huge.  But these technologies are developing at 
different paces around the world, with developed countries far ahead. Developing countries 
risk missing the boat if they can’t position themselves to take advantage. Open science can 
help – if it can thrive alongside governments’ desire for control over strategically important 
tech.

https://www.wipo.int/global_innovation_index/en/2023
https://unctad.org/tir2023
https://unctad.org/publication/technology-and-innovation-report-2023
https://unctad.org/tir2023
https://www.oecd.org/publication/pisa-2022-results/
https://www.wipo.int/publications/en/details.jsp?id=4678
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_6531
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387324
https://council.science/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Flipping-the-Science-Model-1.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/publications/artificial-intelligence-in-science-a8d820bd-en.htm
https://www.economist.com/business/2024/01/01/welcome-to-the-era-of-ai-nationalism
https://www.esa.int/Enabling_Support/Space_Engineering_Technology/SOLARIS/ESA_developing_Space-Based_Solar_Power_plant_plans
https://www.nepad.org/agenda-2063/flagship-project/african-outer-space-programme
https://www.nepad.org/agenda-2063/flagship-project/african-outer-space-programme
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41597-023-02496-2
https://oqi.gesda.global/


Zoonotic disease outbreaks (animals to humans) are increasing due to deforestation, global warming and 
biodiversity loss.  There is a 27% chance of another pandemic within 10 years. Climate change is increasing the 
geographic range of diseases like malaria, leishmaniasis and schistosoma. Global dengue cases have 
increased ten-fold since 2000. As mean global temperatures rise and summers become more severe, heat-
related mortality is increasing.

Pollution: Outdoor air pollution caused 4.2 million premature deaths in 2019, 89% in low-income and middle-
income countries (LMIC).  Particulate matter air pollution is a primary driver of global antibiotic resistance. Annual 
deaths from anti-microbial resistance are projected to rise from 700,000 to 10 million by 2050.

Health budgets: LICs spend 1.4 times as much on debt servicing as on healthcare. LMICs have redirected health 
budgets from malaria, TB and HIV to COVID-19 and pandemic preparedness, potentially reversing progress.

Hidden pandemics: A loneliness “pandemic” across all ages and regions is damaging health, lifespans and 
community welfare.  Providing mental health services is a special challenge for LMICs, where only 12% of people 
with psychosis, and 3% of those with depression, receive treatment.

Digital health could transform health systems, but many countries aren’t prepared.  Even many OECD 
countries lack the necessary digital security.  Digital tools can improve health equity by expanding access to 
affordable healthcare and addressing unmet needs.

New vaccines: A new, highly effective malaria vaccine, The first vaccine against chikungunya virus and vaccines 
against the dengue viruses, have recently been approved. Cameroon has just launched the first malaria 
vaccination programme.

• Increasing risk of zoonotic diseases

• Growing health costs of environmental pollution

• Growing potential of, and demand for, digital health solutions

• Generative AI could unlock $1 trillion of improvement in
healthcare

• The spread of harmful information, enhanced by AI and
social media, threatens health interventions, especially in
humanitarian emergencies.

• Future generations’ health: microplastics in placentas and
breastmilk; exposure of pregnant women to chemicals
damaging their children’s fertility

• Increasing conflicts and climate change are disrupting health
systems in LICs

WHAT TO WATCH

• Next generation treatment like CRISPR gene editing and
neural implants are pushing the limits of what it means to be
human

• Addictive devices and platforms are rewiring cognitive
capacities

STILL UNCERTAIN…

HEALTH IN A CHANGING CLIMATE
TRENDS

Diverse anthropogenic impacts such as climate change, pollution and biodiversity loss are 
making the global environment more conducive to the spread of disease, with the poor most 
at risk.  Although new vaccines and digital health solutions offer hope, many developing 
countries cannot afford to fund adequate health care (increasingly acknowledged to 
include mental health). 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(22)00817-9/fulltext
https://www.unmc.edu/healthsecurity/transmission/2023/04/18/disease-forecasters-are-convinced-theres-a-27-chance-of-another-covid-like-pandemic-within-10-years-but-experts-believe-theres-a-silver-bullet/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(22)00817-9/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(22)00817-9/fulltext
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/risk-assessment-public-health-related-dengue-americas-region-12-december-2023
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-023-40599-x
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-023-40599-x
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ambient-(outdoor)-air-quality-and-health
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00135-3/fulltext
https://www.undp.org/press-releases/165-million-people-fell-poverty-between-2020-2023-debt-servicing-crowded-out-social-protection-health-and-education-expenditures
https://www.who.int/groups/commission-on-social-connection
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/06/1120682
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/06/1120682
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/7a7afb35-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/7a7afb35-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/7a7afb35-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/7a7afb35-en
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/life-sciences/our-insights/digital-health-an-opportunity-to-advance-health-equity
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/oct/02/new-malaria-vaccine-approved-by-world-health-organization
https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-approves-first-vaccine-prevent-disease-caused-chikungunya-virus
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-01-22-cameroon-launches-malaria-vaccination-programme-in-global-milestone/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-01-22-cameroon-launches-malaria-vaccination-programme-in-global-milestone/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare/our-insights/tackling-healthcares-biggest-burdens-with-generative-ai
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(23)00207-3/fulltext
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969722057989
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969722057989
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/full/10.1289/EHP10285
https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12913-021-06753-1
https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12913-021-06753-1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10666174/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10666174/
https://www.merago.com/post/social-media-is-rewiring-children-brains#:%7E:text=Children%20who%20habitually%20check%20social%20media%20are%20more,increased%20depression%20among%20middle%20and%20high%20school%20youth.
https://www.merago.com/post/social-media-is-rewiring-children-brains#:%7E:text=Children%20who%20habitually%20check%20social%20media%20are%20more,increased%20depression%20among%20middle%20and%20high%20school%20youth.


More renewable power: Global renewable capacity additions increased by almost 50% in 2023 to nearly 510 
gigawatts, the fastest growth for 20 years. Policy momentum, relatively cheap prices and energy security 
concerns, particularly in Europe, are driving growth in solar and wind. While the increases in capacity in Europe, the 
US and Brazil hit all-time highs, China’s acceleration was extraordinary: in 2023 it commissioned as much solar PV 
as the entire world did in 2022, while its wind additions grew by 66% year-on-year. 

Lopsided investment: Investments in renewable energy in 2023 significantly outpaced those in fossil fuels for the 
first time.  Of some $2.8 trillion invested in the energy sector, $1.7 trillion went to clean energy.  But investment is 
concentrated in developed countries. Developing countries need to invest about $1.7 trillion in renewable energy 
per year, but attracted only $544 billion in 2022.

Fossil fuel subsidies continue: While the COP28 agreement to transition away from fossil fuels is a promising 
sign, subsidies have meanwhile risen to $7 trillion.

Geopolitical tensions are triggering concerns around energy security and access to critical minerals for the energy 
transition like lithium, cobalt and rare earths.  The G20 declaration recognized the importance of sustainable and 
responsible supply chains.  Eurasia Group rated the fight for critical minerals the #7 geopolitical risk.

A just transition: The social dimension of the green transition will be a major challenge for governments, 
threatening livelihoods (eg workers in carbon-intensive industries) and rights (eg indigenous peoples 
displaced from their homelands).  If not managed equitably, civil unrest could follow.

• Increasing renewable energy deployment

• Fossil fuel subsidies persist, while investments in
hydrocarbons increase

• Not enough clean energy investment in developing
countries

• Tech breakthroughs revolutionizing energy storage (eg solid-
state batteries, sand batteries, hydrogen storage)

• Low-emission (green) hydrogen could grow massively but
still accounts for only 0.7% of total hydrogen demand

• "Powershoring" for developing countries: green jobs and
exports through investing in decarbonising energy-intensive
industrial plants

WHAT TO WATCH

• Electricity grids: the weak link in the green transition?  AI for
smarter, more resilient grids

• Growing attention to carbon capture and storage
technologies – but viewed by many activists as a way to
perpetuate fossil fuels

• Implementation and governance of geoengineering (eg solar
radiation management) to reduce near-term warming

STILL UNCERTAIN…

MAKING THE GREEN TRANSITION
TRENDS

Renewable energy is booming. Investments in renewables overtook those in fossil fuels for 
the first time ever.  But it’s still concentrated in developed countries; developing countries are 
attracting only one-third of the investment they need.  Even with sufficient investment, 
governments still face the challenge of ensuring that the energy transition is fair and 
equitable.  Meanwhile the race to renewables is complicated by geopolitical tensions, 
including competition for scarce resources.

https://www.iea.org/reports/renewables-2023/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/renewables-2023/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-investment-2023/overview-and-key-findings
https://unctad.org/news/unctad-calls-urgent-support-developing-countries-attract-massive-investment-clean-energy
https://unctad.org/news/unctad-calls-urgent-support-developing-countries-attract-massive-investment-clean-energy
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2023/08/24/fossil-fuel-subsidies-surged-to-record-7-trillion
https://www.g20.in/content/dam/gtwenty/gtwenty_new/document/G20-New-Delhi-Leaders-Declaration.pdf
https://www.unep.org/technical-highlight/g20-underlines-importance-just-sustainable-energy-transition
https://www.unep.org/technical-highlight/g20-underlines-importance-just-sustainable-energy-transition
https://www.eurasiagroup.net/live-post/risk-7-the-fight-for-critical-minerals
https://ccsi.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/publications/final_RenewablesAndHumanRights%20(Brief).pdf
https://ccsi.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/docs/publications/final_RenewablesAndHumanRights%20(Brief).pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-solutions/2023/08/24/natural-battery-storage/
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/ecdfc3bb-d212-4a4c-9ff7-6ce5b1e19cef/GlobalHydrogenReview2023.pdf
https://www.caf.com/en/knowledge/views/2023/09/what-is-green-and-just-transition/
https://www.iea.org/news/lack-of-ambition-and-attention-risks-making-electricity-grids-the-weak-link-in-clean-energy-transitions
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/artificial-intelligence-is-key-to-grid-resilience/#:%7E:text=1%20The%20global%20transition%20to%20renewable%20energy%20will,access%2C%20encourage%20innovation%20and%20ensure%20resilient%20electricity%20sources.
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/artificial-intelligence-is-key-to-grid-resilience/#:%7E:text=1%20The%20global%20transition%20to%20renewable%20energy%20will,access%2C%20encourage%20innovation%20and%20ensure%20resilient%20electricity%20sources.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nilsrokke/2023/12/18/is-geoengineering-the-answer-to-the-global-climate-crisis/?sh=6501ca19233f
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nilsrokke/2023/12/18/is-geoengineering-the-answer-to-the-global-climate-crisis/?sh=6501ca19233f


Triple planetary crisis: Experts warn that the goal of limiting global warming to 1.5°C may be slipping out of reach 
without steep and immediate greenhouse gas reductions.  Global biodiversity loss is more significant than earlier 
thought, with over one million species under threat.  Pollution kills 9 million people a year (92% of them in LMICs), 
costing 2% of global GDP and 7% of healthcare.

Risk awareness: Extreme weather events are the second-highest risk in 2024-25, while the top four 10-year risks 
are all environmental.  Younger people rank biodiversity loss and critical change to earth systems far more 
urgently than do older groups. Business is sharpening its environmental risk calculations, as insurers, for 
example, face increasing claims from climate events.  Yet AI-fueled disinformation continues to polarize public 
perception and prevents action.

The rise of “nature-positive”: The Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework includes removing 
$500 billion of environmentally-unfriendly subsidies.  The new UN “high seas” treaty aims to protect maritime 
biodiversity. BiodiverCities by 2030, integrating nature into urban planning, and One Trillion Trees for 
reforestation, are also signs of change.

The private sector, too: Momentum is increasing towards nature-positive corporate strategies, as new disclosure 
requirements like the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive demand more nature-related data and 
insights. Finance for nature-based solutions increased from $150 billion to $154 billion (2021-2022) – though less 
than half the $384 billion needed.  The Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures advises companies 
how to integrate nature into their decisions and investment. Market-based mechanisms, including a stable & high-
integrity supply of carbon credits, are key to combatting climate change.

Inadequate funding: The climate adaptation finance gap is $194-366 billion per year; the biodiversity finance gap 
is $700 billion a year.

• Accelerating biodiversity loss & ecosystem degradation

• Persistent new records for annual high temperatures

• “Nature-positive” commitments and investments increasing

• Climate ambition, as countries prepare their next Nationally
Determined Contributions due in 2025

• Will governments – given polarization and short-term
agendas - drive change fast enough?

• Increased litigation to preserve natural assets for future
generations

• Growth of tech, eg AI tool predicting areas at greatest risk of
deforestation

• Rise of local action as national & global processes fail to
deliver

WHAT TO WATCH

• When mindset and behavior will sufficiently shift to drive
change at scale

STILL UNCERTAIN

THE TRIPLE PLANETARY CRISIS
TRENDS

The severity of the triple planetary crisis of climate change, biodiversity loss & ecosystem 
degradation, and escalating pollution is increasingly registering beyond UN circles. All three 
are ranked as top 10 risks over the next decade. Environmental risks feature more 
prominently in business risk calculations. New multilateral agreements and private sector 
pledges show glimpses of hope. But will they be realized and will they be enough?

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://gahp.net/
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2024.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/sustainable-finance-reporting/esg-watch-battered-all-fronts-insurance-industry-struggles-rise-climate-2023-11-06/
https://www.cbd.int/gbf/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/biodivercities-by-2030-transforming-cities-relationship-with-nature/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/one-trillion-trees-world-economic-forum-launches-plan-to-help-nature-and-the-climate/
https://www.imd.org/ibyimd/2024-trends/sustainability-trends-shaping-corporate-priorities-in-2024/
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/41333/state_finance_nature.pdf?sequence=3
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/41333/state_finance_nature.pdf?sequence=3
https://tnfd.global/
https://www.unep.org/resources/adaptation-gap-report-2023
https://www.paulsoninstitute.org/conservation/financing-nature-report/
https://imazon.org.br/en/imprensa/artificial-intelligence-platform-estimates-deforestation-risk-of-15-thousand-km%C2%B2-in-the-brazilian-amazon-in-2022/
https://imazon.org.br/en/imprensa/artificial-intelligence-platform-estimates-deforestation-risk-of-15-thousand-km%C2%B2-in-the-brazilian-amazon-in-2022/


Global migration increased from 173 million in 2000 to 281 million in 2021.

Forced displacement: more than 1 in 73 people worldwide are forcibly displaced (doubling from 2010 to 110 
million in 2023), driven by conflict, violence and rights violations. The number of refugees has doubled in 7 
years to 36.4 million.

‘Climate migrants’: 3.3 to 3.6 billion people live in contexts highly vulnerable to climate change. Disasters 
triggered a record 32.6 million internal displacements in 2022, 98% of them weather-related. Gradual 
environmental degradation also drives migration; an estimated 25 million to 1 billion people could become 
climate migrants by 2050, altering the spatial composition of the world’s population.

Labour supply-demand imbalances: Some countries are greying rapidly, while others remain overwhelmingly 
youthful. Populations are declining in 60+ countries, including the 15 largest economies, while many least 
developed countries’ populations are projected to double by 2050. A third of the world’s young people are 
expected to live in Africa by 2050.

Digital management: digital tech is transforming the management of migration, from immigration service 
chatbots, to AI models to predict migration flows, to digital IDs for refugees.  Human rights concerns (eg privacy, 
data protection and discrimination) are already appearing alongside the potential benefits.

• Increasing number of migrants

• Weather-related events driving migration within and
potentially across borders

• Apps and algorithms influencing migration

• Signals of international solidarity, eg Australia offering
citizenship to Tuvalu citizens displaced by rising sea levels

• Changing patterns of migration: eg for the first time, in 2023
over half the 2.5 million migrants at the US-Mexico border
came from beyond Mexico and northern Central America

• Digital platforms shaping decisions: migrants’ stories shared
on social media; digital passports for skilled migrants; digital
connections enabling the diaspora to stay involved in their
home country; potential migrants learning about
opportunities through auto-translate and digital influencers

• Deurbanization: reverse migration from cities to the
countryside

WHAT TO WATCH

• Can understanding of migration as a positive force
overcome nativist rhetoric (migration as a threat to recipient
countries' identity and security)?

STILL UNCERTAIN…

THE TAPESTRY OF MIGRATION
TRENDS

Global migration is increasing, as is forced global displacement. Climate change is not 
(yet) the main reason why most people move, but it is increasingly part of the story. As 
warming temperatures render areas less hospitable or even uninhabitable, it could trigger large 
waves of migration, within countries and across borders. But global migration patterns are 
more strongly linked to socioeconomic factors, such as the search for a better life. The 
growing demand for labour in countries with ageing populations and skills shortages might 
be an opportunity for more positive, mutually beneficial migration policies.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/un-desa-policy-brief-no-133-migration-trends-and-families/
https://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_SYR_SPM.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2023
https://www.iom.int/complex-nexus
https://www.research.hsbc.com/C/1/1/320/klfmtF6
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2023/05/30/its-not-just-a-fiscal-fiasco-greying-economies-also-innovate-less
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/world-population-prospects-2022-summary-results
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/10/28/world/africa/africa-youth-population.html
https://mixedmigration.org/articles/the-emerging-digital-nervous-system-technology-mixed-migration-and-human-mobility-across-borders/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/border-numbers-fy2023
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/20/world/americas/migrants-tiktok-darien-gap.html
https://erp.today/ey-and-microsoft-launch-green-skills-passport-to-support-green-economy/
https://www.asianews.it/news-en/People-leaving-Seoul-in-droves,-moving-to-the-countryside-56587.html
https://iiasa.ac.at/news/sep-2023/finer-picture-of-global-migration-reveals-complex-patterns
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2022
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020_en_ch_6.pdf
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