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What is the SDG Investor Map?

An SDG Investor Map is a piece of market intelligence produced by UNDP to help 

private investors (funds, financiers, corporations) identify investment opportunities 

and business models that align with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

The SDG Investor Maps are practical tools that provide new data and evidence on 

investment opportunities as a public good to the private sector to increase their 

investments towards the SDGs. Specifically, SDG Investor Maps translate country-

specific SDG-needs and policy priorities into concrete investment opportunity areas 

(IOAs). They shed light on actionable, profitable business models and areas where the 

private sector can work with governments to make a real difference in people’s lives.

To whom is an SDG Investor Map useful?

The Map could be most useful for investors, especially large responsible asset 

allocators, the general partners that manage their assets, and corporate actors that 

are open to developing a new investment thesis.

The 2030 Agenda and the importance of private capital

Agreed upon by all UN member states in 2015, the 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs 

articulate the United Nations’ universal call to action to end poverty, protect the 

planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.

Achieving the SDGs requires overcoming a critical financing gap of US$ 5-7 trillion 

per year. These estimates were made before COVID-19 and are now likely to have 

increased by several times.1 These financing gaps cannot be filled by public financing 

alone, businesses and private capital have a big role in closing this gap. However, 

a key obstacle is that governments, financial institutions, and investors find it 

challenging to identify SDG-enabling investments, and estimate the associated 

costs and risks, due to limited data and lack of universally accepted standards 

and frameworks. SDG-enabling investment opportunities do exist, but they need 

to be mapped in an investor-friendly manner backed by evidence to: inform the 

market and to facilitate repurposing of existing financial allocations; and to catalyze 

innovation on a range of public and private resources to the areas that generate 

combined financial and social/environmental returns.

To help fill this gap, the UNDP has created SDG Impact, a flagship initiative to 

empower investors with clarity, insights and tools to achieve the SDGs. It focuses on 

three main pillars that address the main barriers to SDG achievement:

• SDG Impact Management: Provide means for better decisions that drive 

investment capital to where it is needed, comprising SDG Impact Standards, an 

SDG Impact Seal and impact management education. 

• SDG Impact Intelligence: Produce data and insights needed to accelerate 

financial flows to the SDGs. The offering includes SDG Investor Maps that identify 

investable opportunities and business models via a searchable desktop platform. 

• SDG Impact Facilitation: Foster matchmaking and collaboration to realize SDG 

investment opportunities, focusing on investors and policy dialogue, drawing 

on the UN presence in over 170 countries and territories, deep sustainable 

development expertise and relationships with governments and other 

stakeholders.

Developing the SDG Investor Map to guide investment in-depth research and in-

country a four-stage process [ Figure 1] that draws on a combination of in-depth 

desk research in-country stakeholder consultations. Through an iterative research-

intensive process, the objective is to identify and validate where there is an overlap 

between development needs and policy priorities and refine the opportunity into a 

specific investment opportunity area. 

1  UN Environment Programme. 2018. Rethinking Impact to Finance the SDGs.
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Figure 1 The Methodology to Generate SDG-aligned Investment Opportunity Areas (IOAs)

UNDP SDG Financing Initiative in China

In 2018, UNDP China Country Office kicked-off the establishment of the SDG 

Financing Platform, convening multiple stakeholders from the government, financial 

sector, academia, and development communities. Its aim is to develop tools, provide 

guidelines and policy recommendations to promote SDG-enabling financing and 

eventually put forward SDG impact standardization which both fits China’s context as 

well as international standards. 

UNDP China published the SDG Finance Taxonomy (China)2  in June 2020. The 

Taxonomy presents a project-level catalogue mapped against relevant SDG targets, 

upholding the principle that all projects would contribute to at least one SDG while 

do no significant harm to others. The Taxonomy speaks to a broad audience as a 

useful instrument to facilitate SDG-enabling investment in China. 

The Taxonomy has conducted in-depth examination into Chinese development and 

financing landscape as well as hundreds of rounds of consultation with senior experts 

from concerned industries and investors. Sectors and sub-sectors were identified 

with pertinent Chinese official industry classification codes as potential areas for SDG 

financing. This process has laid a solid ground for the first and the second steps of 

formulating the SDG Investor Map in China, i.e. to define the national priority starting 

points and to identify priority subsectors to focus on.

SDG Investor Map in China

Step 1 & 2: Identify national development needs and priority subsectors

The aim of the first two steps is to identify sectors where there is demonstrable 

political / financial commitment to stimulate development and investment through 

synthesizing China’s national development needs and national policy priorities. These 

were identified by reviewing policy documents issued by the central government, e.g. 

13th Five-Year Plan, and development assessments or reports issued by authoritative 

international organizations, e.g. China National Human Development Reports by UNDP. 

Country Development Context of China

China has great potential to accelerate SDG financing across the board. First, 

China’s size, development stage and growth prospects make for strong investment 

incentives. China’s annual GDP per capita surpassed the US$ 10,000 threshold in 

2019, with a middle-income population announced to exceed 400 million in 20173. It 

was estimated that by 2030, SDG-generated economic growth in China could reach 

US$12 trillion4. China is among one of the very few economies that is now recovering 

from the economic impact of the pandemic and shows rosier prospects for growth 

2 https://www.cn.undp.org/content/china/en/home/library/poverty/technical-report-on-sdg-finance-
taxonomy.html

3 https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-01-17/China-s-GDP-per-capita-just-passed-10-000-but-what-does-
this-mean--NkvMWAMYNO/index.html

4 Business and Sustainable Development Coalition, Better Business, Better World, Asia, 2017.
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than many. Second, there is a clear shift towards a development model based on 

“high-quality” growth, rather than just growth per se, not only by Chinese regulators, 

but investors and the public alike, as they are increasingly demanding responsible 

behavior from companies. China’s progress towards the SDGs has been exceptional 

on many fronts, such as fighting poverty, raising the living standards of its citizens, 

while addressing environmental pressures. In December 2020, China declared it has 

eliminated extreme rural poverty5 lifting 55.64 million people out of poverty since 

2015. In 2018, energy consumption per unit of GDP and CO2 emissions dropped by 

3.1% and 4.0% respectively on a year-on-year basis.6 

Despite these advancements, plenty of challenges remains, with some having been 

acerbated by COVID-19. By the end of 2017, there were 241 million people aged 60 

or above, estimated to reach 487 million by 2050, or nearly 35% of the population.7  

The ageing population and environmental degradation due to industry-reliant 

economic growth has resulted in a shift towards non-communicable diseases, now 

responsible for 85% of total deaths.8 On the environmental front, more than 40% 

of arable land in China is degraded due to the impact of climate change, erosion 

and pollution.9 China has to feed nearly a fifth of the world’s population with less 

than 10% of its total farmland.10 China is the largest emitter of greenhouse gases 

and the health implications posed by air pollution and traffic congestion are well 

recognized.11

To achieve “common prosperity”, China needs to address these issues. What is 

necessary is an acceleration in the shift in favor of investments towards SDG 

attainment. For example, projections following the announcement by China on 

carbon neutrality show that the 1.5°C scenario requires additional new investment 

of around RMB 138 trillion (US$ 21 trillion) between now and 2050.12 The means and 

opportunities for the corporate sector to significantly contribute to these endeavors 

are there. But funds that are channeled towards SDGs areas represent only a small 

portion of the total - despite rapid growth rates. By June 2019, it is estimated that 

only 0.13% of the more than RMB 13 trillion (US$ 2 trillion) in mutual fund assets 

under management in China were ESG funds.13 Another example is the focus of 

China’s post-pandemic economic measures. The bulk of this financing (63% of 

funds from local government special bonds as of the end of June 2020) had gone 

to infrastructure investments, primarily in transportation, civic infrastructure and 

industrial parks.14 The level of greenness of the package is low.15

The Investor Maps developed by UNDP, among which the one for China described 

here, identify sectors and subsectors that are aligned with national development 

needs and SDG attainment. The identified sectors and subsector are then categorized 

according to the Sustainable Industry Classification System (SICS) designed by the 

Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB). This is a globally recognized 

practice which helps define and categorize sectors and subsectors under a 

sustainability lens.   

5 Xinhua Headlines: Xi announces major victory in poverty alleviation 
 http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-12/04/c_139564197.htm
6 China, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, "China's Progress Report on Implementation of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development”, paper prepared for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Beijing, China, 
September 2019. Available at: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/2030kcxfzyc/
P020190924780823323749.pdf

7 National Aging Office, http://en.csr-china.net/a/BestPractices/BestPracticesList/2018/1204/390.html
8 WHO “CHINA-WHO Country Cooperation Strategy 2016–2020”
9 Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, http://www.moa.gov.cn/ztzl/2015lhjj/gd/201503/

t20150310_4431363.htm
10 FAO, China at a glance http://www.fao.org/china/fao-in-china/china-at-a-glance/en/

11 Based on the research of International Energy Agency (IEA), 20% GHG emissions come from road 
transportation in 2015. IEA, CO2 Emissions from “Fuel Combustion Highlights 2017, International 
Energy Agency, Paris, France, 2017, http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/co2-
emissions-from-fuel-combustion-highlights-2017.html.

12 Tsinghua University Institute of Climate Change and Sustainable Development, (2020), A Study on 
China’s Low-carbon Development Strategy and Transition Roadmap.

13 https://www.pionline.com/esg/why-china-missing-out-trillions-sustainable-investment
14 https://chinadialogue.net/en/climate/chinas-economy-is-recovering-quickly-as-are-its-carbon-

emissions/

 15 Vivideconomics, 2019, Greenness of Stimulus Index. Available from: http://www.vivideconomics.com/
wp-content/uploads/2020/09/GSI_924.pdf
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Food and Beverage

Figure 2 Mapping China's Priority Sectors aligned with the SASB Sustainable 
Industry Classification System

Based on Chinese national development needs, China SDG Investor Map identifies 

five “development priorities”, eco-agriculture and rural development, health 

care, circular economy, decarbonization, and technological innovation, that are 

matched against the relevant SASB SICS’s sectors, namely food and beverage, 

health care, infrastructure, renewables and alternative energy, and technology and 

communications (Figure 2).

Within these five sectors, the Map identifies 14 subsectors, tapping policy documents 

released by line ministries and relevant regulatory authorities, such as the People’s 

Bank of China and the Ministry of Finance. Table 1 pictures the selected 14 subsectors 

among all subsectors identified by the SASB classification system under the five 

priority sectors previously selected.

The Chinese Institutional Environment 

The Chinese Government has demonstrated a proactive response to the UN 2030 

Agenda since its onset. The Government’s target of “common prosperity” and 

climate change agenda are very much aligned with the SDGs, as reflected in the 

recent announcement that China is committed to achieving carbon neutrality 

“before 2060” . 16

In China, regulators are the main drivers behind the shift towards sustainable 

investment, unlike in many other countries. This is particularly evident for green 

financing, where in recent years, China has become a pioneer in policies to green 

its economy and financial system. Since 2016, policy reforms in this area started 

setting up the framework and rules for the development of the green bond market, 

insurance, lending, and other green and sustainable financial products and services.

At the sectoral level, line ministries have also supported the Government’s efforts 

towards high quality development, with a particular focus on leveraging the policy 

potentials to accelerate innovation and technology to achieve sustainability in many 

areas.

SASB Sustainable Industry 
Classification System 

Health Care

Infrastructure

Renewables & Alternative Energy

Technology & Communication

China’s Development 
Priorities 

Eco-agricultural & Rural 
Development

Health Care

Circular Economy

Decarbonization

Technological Innovation

16 https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-09-23/Full-text-Xi-Jinping-s-speech-at-General-Debate-of-UNGA-
U07X2dn8Ag/index.html
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China’s Development Priorities

Eco-Agricultural & Rural 
Development

Health Care Circular Economy Decarbonization Technological Innovation

SASB
Sectors match

Food and Beverage Health Care Infrastructure
Renewables and Alternative 

Energy
Technology and Communication

Subsectors

Agricultural Products
Biotechnology & 
Pharmaceuticals

Electric Utilities & Power 
Generators

Biofuels
Electronic Manufacturing Services & 

Original Design Manufacturing

Meat, Poultry & Dairy
Medical Equipment & 

Supplies
Gas Utilities & Distributors

Solar Technology & Project 
Developers

Hardware

Processed Foods Health Care Delivery Water Utilities & Services
Wind Technology & Project 

Developers
Internet Media & Services

Non-Alcoholic Beverages Health Care Distributors Waste Management
Fuel Cells & Industrial 

Batteries
Semiconductors

Alcoholic Beverages Managed Care
Engineering & Construction 

Services
Forestry Management Software & IT Service

Tobacco Drug Retailers Home Builders Pulp & Paper Products Telecommunication Services

Food Retailers & Distributors Real Estate

Restaurants Real Estate Services

Table 1 Identified Subsectors for the SDG Investor Map in China
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In order to ensure that subsectors included in the SDG Investor Map contribute to 

the SDGs, a rigorous inclusion and exclusion process was established. Subsectors 

that are included must align with 1) national development strategies and policies, 2) 

international best practices for social development and 3) providing social benefits in 

SDG-concerned sectors for SDG-targeted groups. 

Meanwhile, based on international best practices, a three-step approach has been 

developed to exclude subsectors that are potentially harmful to the SDGs:

- Exclude those that the national government discourages and international 

organisations, such as UN agencies and multilateral development banks17, exclude 

from project fund-raising or development finance. Excluded sectors include, for 

example, alcoholic beverage, tobacco and projects violating human rights, among 

others.

- Exclude those that risk doing significant harm to the SDGs, according to the 

do-no-significant-harm (DNSH) criterium of the EU Taxonomy for sustainable 

activities.18 

- Exclude those where alternatives with fewer negative impacts (e.g. regarding 

environment or social performance) are feasible at equal or lower costs.

All subsectors were screened against these criteria. Many potential subsectors that 

could contribute to one SDG were then excluded for better alternatives that can 

reach the same goal while doing less harm or being more economical. Examples of 

subsectors that were excluded are fossil-fuel related industries (which can generate 

employment, but may also cause significant harm to the environment) and animal 

husbandry (which can provide food, but where other non-animal based products 

provide equal supplies with less environmental impact and potentially better food 

security outcomes). The same inclusion and exclusion criteria also apply at the lower 

IOAs level.

Step 3:  Identify priority subregions to focus on

Once sectors and subsectors have been identified, the third step is to compare 

subregions19 to analyse where, for each subsector, there is both a high development 

need or potential and strong political / financial commitment to spur the subsector 

growth. The analysis is based on the policy and institutions index and the 

development need and/or potential index.

The policy and institutions index indicates to what extent a province has a strong 

policy focus on a certain subsector. Data from approximately 10,300 full policy 

documents of the most relevant provincial government agencies and metadata (such 

as title and descriptions) from an additional 29,900 policy documents issued by less 

relevant government agencies were collected and mined (Table 2).

17 UNDP’s project-level Social and Environmental Procedure integrates social and environmental standards 
with overarching principles (human rights, gender equality and environmental sustainability) to 
understand potential social and environmental risks and their significance, as well as determine the 
social and environmental management required to address potential project risks and impacts.

 UNDP’s Due Diligence Policy to work with the Private Sector has defined a set of exclusion criteria 
outlining those business practices considered unacceptable to the organization.

 The World Bank (and other multilateral development banks) Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) 
enables the Bank and borrowers to better manage environmental and social risks of projects and to 
improve development outcomes. 

18 The EU Taxonomy for sustainable activities specifies DNSH for environmental projects, but the process 
was also made applicable for other SDGs. 

19 27 provinces and autonomous regions are regarded as the basic unit for analysis.
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Weight Name in English Name in Chinese

70%

Provincial Government 省人民政府

General Office of Provincial Government 省人民政府办公厅

20%

Development and Reform Commission 发展和改革委员会

Departments of Commerce 商务厅

Departments of Finance 财政厅

10%

Departments of Agriculture and Rural Affairs 农业农村厅

Health Commissions 卫生健康委员会

Water Resources Departments 水利厅

Departments of Natural Resources 自然资源厅

Ecology and Environment Departments 生态环境厅

Industry and Information Technology Departments 工业和信息化厅

Departments of Science and Technology 科学技术厅

Table 2 Sources of Policy Documents Collected

Second, a development need and/or potential index indicates to what extent a 

province has a strong existing development need and/or development potential 

within the subsector or not. In this context, a development need is defined as the 

gap to develop certain subsectors within a geographic area to achieve sustainable 

development targets. A ‘development potential’ means the possibility to incubate 

certain subsectors within a geographic area, leveraging their natural endowments, 

for example, such as scalable arable lands for sustainable agriculture or favorable 

climate conditions for wind power, solar power etc.

The development need and/or potential index was developed based on 39 indicators 

(Table 3) from open sources published by the National Statistics Bureau, Ministry 

of Industry and Information Technology, National Energy Administration, China 

Associationof Social Security, China National Knowledge Infrastructure, Qichacha (a 

company database) , and news media.
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Subsector Indicators

Agricultural products

Value-added of agriculture as share of GRP (%, 2018)

Processed output of major farm products (2018)

Per capita use of agricultural water (cu.m/capita, 2018)

Meat, poultry, & dairy
Value-added of husbandry as share of GRP (%, 2018)

Processed output of livestock products 

Health care delivery

Number of health care institutions per capita (2018)

Number of medical technical personnel in health care institutions per 
capita (2018)

Number of nursing homes per capita (2019)

Number of nursing home beds per capita (2019)

Health care distributors
Per capita number of companies involved in health care distribution 
(based on registered business scope) (2020)

Electrical utilities & power 
generators

Investment in fixed assets of state-owned electricity, steam, hot water 
producing and supply industry as share of GRP (%, 2017)

Per capita consumption of electricity (kWh, 2018)

Gas utilities & distributors

Investment in petroleum and natural gas extraction industry as share of 
GRP (%, 2017)

Terminal consumption of natural gas per capita (cu.m/capita, 2017)

Water utilities & services

Number of water utilities per capita (based on registered business 
scope) (2020)

Water use per capita (cm.m/person, 2018)

Water resources per capita (cu.m/person, 2018)

Waste management

Volume of garbage disposal per capita (tons/person) (2018)

Number of waste treatment plants per capita (2018)

Treatment capacity for waste treatment per capita (tons/person/day, 2018)

Treatment ratio of consumption wastes (%, 2018)

Wastewater discharged per capita (tons/person)

Common industrial solid waste produced per capita (tons/person)

Common industrial solid waste utilized per capita (tons/person)

Biofuels
Number of companies engaged in biofuel production per capita (based 
on registered business scope) (2020)

Solar technology & project 
developers

Installed solar power capacity per capita (kW/person, 2019)

Wind technology & 
project developers

Installed wind power capacity per capita (kW/person, 2019)

Fuel cells & industrial 
batteries

Number of fuel cells and industrial battery companies per capita (based 
on registered business scope) (2020)

Internet media & services

Mobile Internet subscribers as share of resident population (%, 2018)

Rural broad band subscribers as share of resident population (%, 2018)

Number of Internet companies per capita (based on registered business 
scope) (2020)

Mobile phone users per capita

Weighted average free / busy available download rate (Mbit/s, 2018 Q1)

Index of digitalization by region (2015)

Sales of e-commerce as share of GRP (%, 2018)

Software & IT services

Software products income as share of GRP (%, 2018)

Income from IT services as share of GRP (%, 2018)

Expenditure on R&D of industrial enterprises above designated size as 
share of GRP (2018)

Index on the development of software and IT services (2019)

Table 3 Indicators of Development Need and /or Potential Index
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• Categorization of policy documents would traditionally 
be done using keyword criteria. However, such an 
approach is problematic: words are ambiguous, and 
the same meaning can be expressed using many 
different words.

• Therefore, the Map utilized natural language 
processing to cluster documents by contextual 
similarity

• The example left shows a text landscape where each 
dot represents a policy text related to agricultural 
products. Proximity in the landscape represents 
contextual similarity between texts. This provides a 
mechanism for quickly exploring different clusters of 
texts and eliminating those that are not relevant.

• The policy documents containing the texts remaining 
after this process of elimination were categorized as 
relating to agricultural products.

• The same process was repeated for each subsector.

Figure 3  Instance of Natural Language Processing for Documents Clustering20

20 The Chinese words in the bubbles on the top left are examples of key words the research used to cluster 
documents by contextual similarity by natural language processing
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Figure 5 Subregion Comparison of Policy and Institutions Index

Note: Darker the shade, higher the index
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Figure 6 Subregion Comparison of Development Needs and/or Potential Index
Note: Darker the shade, higher the index

Provinces with a strong policy/institutional focus and a large development gap/

potential in a given subsector (the upper-right quadrant in Figure 4) are interesting 

because they have a strong need and strong political will. Provinces with strong 

policy focus and strong existing capacity (upper-left) are also relevant because they 

indicate strong political will and a mature market environment. Figure 5 and 6 show 

Chinese provinces and their score based on these two indices.

Strong policy support
Low need or/and potential

Strong policy support
Strong need or potential

Low policy support
Low need or/potential

Low policy support
Strong need or potential

Development Need and/or Potential Index

Policy and Institutions Index

Low

Low
H

igh

High

Figure 4 Matrix of Policy and Institutions Index and 
Development Needs and/or Potential Index
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Step 4: Derive IOAs and collect supporting information

The China SDG Investor Map selected Investment Opportunities Areas (IOAs) in 

“agriculture products” and “healthcare delivery” subsectors to focus on during this first 

stage of the research, due to the huge scale of China’s economy and the variety of 

each identified priority subsector. Further research will be undertaken to finalise IOAs 

in the remaining identified sectors and subsectors in future. 

All preliminarily identified IOAs were assessed based on sustainability impact, market 

potential and policy support (Figure 8). The sustainability impact, selection criteria 

includes how much contribution the IOAs make to the SDGs, if vulnerable and 

underserved groups (e.g., people living in rural areas, individuals with disabilities, 

the elderly and children) can be better served with enhanced investments in the 

IOAs and if there is any potential harm caused by the IOAs to other SDGs. On market 

potential, criteria including market size, return profile and growth potential of the 

IOAs have been considered. On policy support, criteria such as government’s efforts 

to promote the development of the IOAs have been considered.

Eventually five IOAs in “agriculture products” and six in “healthcare delivery” were 

validated for their highest potential to achieve at-market or above-market returns, 

and a clear link to the development priorities and needs to be addressed in that 

subsector. The ‘case’ for each IOA is made through 17 relevant datapoints that range 

from sustainability impact, market potential, enabling factors as well as barriers, 

making the Map’s information granular enough to be used as a tool in investors’ 

decision making process. 

 

 

Exercise rehabilitation

Specialised medical insurance

Cross-border healthcare

Harmless and organically grown traditional Chinese …

Dental care

Surgical robot

Assisted reproduction

Pediatrics

Private hospital (general practice) and community hospital

Mental health service

Independent clinical laboratory (ICL)

Smart information systems in hospitals

Medical imaging based on AI technology

Smart home-use medical devices for chronic diseases …

Senior care

Internet healthcare

Sustainability impact Market potential Policy support

 

Transformation of scientific research achievements
Brand building, climbing the value chain

Biomaterials and new applications of agricultural products
Soilless culture and vertical farming

Farmer education and training
Organic fertilisers and biopesticides

The farmer cooperative
Agricultural environmental protection

eGrocery
Innovative food

Intensive processing
Seeds industry

Food safety and testing
Rural finance

Cold chain logistics and storage
Drone-based agriculture

New ways of farming through third-party service agencies
Farm machinery and equipment

AIoT farming solutions

Sustainability impact Market potential Policy support

Figure 7 Ranking of preliminarily identified IOAs in “healthcare delivery” and “agriculture 
products” subsec tors based on sustainability impact, market potential and policy support 21

21 Eventually five IOAs in “agriculture products” and six in “healthcare delivery” were validated for their 
highest potential to achieve at-market or above-market returns, and a clear link to the development 
priorities and needs to be addressed in that subsector.
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Sector: Health Care 

Subsector: Healthcare Delivery 

IOA: 

• Internet healthcare 

• Medical imaging based on AI technology  

• Senior care 

• Smart home-use medical devices for 

chronic disease management 

• Independent clinical laboratory(ICL) 

• Smart information system in hospitals  

and clinical decision support system 

(CDSS) 

Sector: Eco-Agriculture 

Subsector: Agricultural Products 

IOA: 

• Artificial Intelligence and Internet of  

Things (AIoT) farming solutions 

• Farm mechanization and equipment 

• New ways of farming through the third-   

  party service agencies 

• Drone-based agriculture 

• Cold chain logistics and storage 

Figure 8  Key IOAs Identified by the China SDG Investor Map 

As an example, cold chain logistics and storage systems predominately made up 

of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), in the agriculture products subsector, 

is a IOA in China that is significantly lagging behind Western countries. Poor 

development in this sector is challenging in terms of food safety and food waste. 

The investors interviewed believed that there is huge potential in such an area, 

particularly in regions with high population density, where there is a shortage of 

storage facilities, and demand is mostly concentrated. Those urban clusters are the 

areas that display the highest potential for growth. There is a clear need for cold 

storage infrastructure to be expanded. Cold chain logistics are capital intensive 

businesses, and highly competitive requiring heavy asset investment and high-

quality operations management, which lift market entry threshold and cause 

market failure (Figure 9). Figure 9  An Instance of Part of Datapoints Collected for Cold Chain Logistics and Storage

Economic Factors
• The Internal Rate of Return (IRR) is expected to be about 10%-20%. 

• Net profit margin of those companies listed on New Over-The-Counter 

Market (New OTC Market) in 2018 ranges from -2.4% to 8.1%. 

• Average net profit margin of cold chain logistics industry is about 3%. 

•

•

Market value was about RMB339 billion in 2019. It is estimated to reach 

RMB470 billion by 2020 and RMB550 billion by 2025.
Investment cycle takes approximately 3-5 years.

      

Enabling Factors 

• Since 2017, the government has issued a number of policies that highlight 

the need to develop cold chain logistics for agricultural products. 

• The No. 1 Central Document published in February 2020 states that the 

government will make significant infrastructural, regulatory and 

budgetary commitments to developing cold chain logistics infrastructure. 

• China’s cold chain logistics sector is still in an early stage of development.  

 
• The market is not yet standardised, and there is a need to strengthen the 

legal and regulatory framework.

    

Risk Factors

 

• As cold chain logistics for fresh agricultural products needs to be 

conducted in a low temperature, it consumes more energy than normal 

temperature storage and transportation. Therefore, how to reduce its
carbon emissions remains a challenge.

 

     

Sustainability Impact Factors 

• Improve the quality of food and reduce the waste and loss.  

• Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improve nutrition and 

promote sustainable agriculture. 

•

•

Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all.
Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

Cold Chain Logistics and Storage 
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 Conclusions

SDG Investor Maps are an attempt to translate SDG-needs and policy priorities into 

country-specific market intelligence backed by data and evidence. China’s Map is 

one of the twelve Maps developed by UNDP across the world to support efforts to 

channel more private capital towards impact investments and SDGs attainment. 

Through a thorough analysis of policy documents and data, as well as extensive 

interviews with experts, at this stage, the China SDG Investor Map has listed several 

investment opportunity areas in agriculture products and healthcare delivery. The 

Map highlights investment opportunity areas in these two subsectors that display 

the most potential for investments and in which Chinese province. 

Lack of data and standardization of definitions and practices around impact 

investment makes the exercise challenging. The Map should be viewed as a step-

in supporting market participants to overcome such hurdles and incentivize 

investments in (underfunded) SDGs. In certain areas, how to quantify qualitative 

evidence to make supporting evidence robust remains an issue.

Furthermore, the Map in China highlights a disconnect between development 

planning and financing incentives to advance SDGs. Policies by line ministries are not 

always matched by the necessary supporting policies and regulations by financial 

institutions and regulators to promote an acceleration in SDG investment, showing 

limited coordination among different policy actors. To further develop an SDG-

enabling investment market leveraging private capital to advance sustainability 

requires coherent, measurable and time-bound policy solutions that mitigate 

the misalignment of fiscal or/and financing policy frameworks with national 

development needs and priorities. 

The 14th Five Year Plan for 2021-2025 will be pivotal in setting the stage for the 

successful implementation of the UN Decade of Action and generate the right 

policy signals to accelerate impact investment. The Plan, still under revision 

to accommodate the post pandemic recovery context and the new climate 

commitment, provides an entry point to sustainability-enabling investment 

opportunities. China is clearly showing positive prospects for a significant pick up in 

impact investments going forward, as shown by the Map or by the carbon neutrality 

pledge. In this respect, future work concerning China’s SDG Investors Map will pay 

particular attention to climate change related sectors and subsectors. 

For further discussion on the topics related to the issue brief please contact

Dr. Xu Qing qing.xu@undp.org Program Specialist UNDP China

Dr. Shi Rong rong.shi@undp.org Economist UNDP China

Mr. Nikolaj Moesgaard nm@impactintel.com Partner Impact Intelligence 
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