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Expert Working Group on Global Public Investment 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
 
What is Global Public Investment? 
Global Public Investment is a new form of international public finance for sustainable development. 
For everyone.  
 
Why is Global Public Investment necessary? 
The language and theory of international “aid” is outdated. But the need for something like it remains, 
with many countries facing huge challenges still in financing their own development.  
 
At the same time, as Covid-19 and climate change underscore, there are pressing challenges that now 
confront rich and poor nations alike.  
 
Finding a way to finance these transboundary challenges and ensure we meet the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) is one of the greatest challenges faced by all societies today.  
 
A new approach to international public finance can help to meet this need. 
 
What is new about Global Public Investment? 
Global Public Investment, or GPI, is a new approach to international public finance fit for the 21st 
century. It proposes FIVE paradigm shifts for the future of concessional international public finance, as 
we move from an old-fashioned “aid” mentality to a new common framework for financing social, 
economic and environmental challenges in rich, poor, and middle-income countries alike: 
 
1. AMBITION From a narrow focus on reducing poverty to meeting broader challenges of inequality 

and sustainability. 
 

2. FUNCTION From seeing international public money as a temporary last resort, to valuing it as a 
permanent force for good. 

 
3. GEOGRAPHY From one-directional North-South transfers to a universal effort, with all paying in 

and all benefitting. 
 
4. GOVERNANCE From outdated post-colonial institutions to representative decision-making. 
 
5. NARRATIVE From the patronising language of “foreign aid”, to the empowering multilateralism 

of a common fiscal endeavour. 
 
Some of these paradigm shifts are already underway; others need concerted effort to prod them in 
the right direction. It is time to write the next chapter in the history of international cooperation for 
sustainable development, and Global Public Investment can play a pivotal role. 
 
Why is it called Global Public Investment? 
In place of volatile, top-down forms of “aid” what global society needs today is a system of fixed, 
universal, and multi-directional fiscal allocations capable of meeting the complex collective needs of 
all national societies. The three words in GPI point to three crucial aspects of this new system.  
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First, it needs to be global in the sense that all participating countries contribute and all receive, rich 
and poor alike and money is allocated transnationally.  
 
Second, it needs to be public in the sense that it upholds the specific qualities of public money: 
accountable to all those who pay in, directed at public goods, services and infrastructure, and 
committed over the longer-term.  
 
Third, it is investment, with a strong focus on grants not loans, intended to realise longer-term social 
and economic gain, either through building social infrastructure for greater social cohesion, or through 
securing the provision pathways of complex global public goods, such as climate change mitigation, 
which would otherwise go under-supplied (if left to individual nations and private actors alone). 
 
Where does the idea of Global Public Investment come from? 
The idea behind Global Public Investment has numerous origins and builds on discussions and 
consultations around the world over a number of years (see our Library pages for further details).  
 
In September 2019 the Joep Lange Institute launched the report Global Public Investment: Five 
Paradigm Shifts for a new era of Aid at the UN annual meeting in New York.  
 
In May 2020, in the shadow of the Covid-19 pandemic, Queen Mary University of London hosted two 
roundtable discussions focussing on the possible applications of Global Public Investment to financing 
the Covid-19 response.  
 
Concurrent to these technical discussions, a series of meetings were hosted throughout the year at 
Wilton Park, the forum for strategic international policy discussions (founded in 1946 when leading 
British figures and prominent Germans met to discuss how to restore democracy in post-war 
Germany).  
 
In the wake of these public, academic and policy discussions, a steering group was convened in 
summer 2020 to establish a representative and high-level working group to refine the GPI concept 
and plot a path towards implementation. 
 
Would rich countries benefit from Global Public Investment? 
Yes. A little as with how the EU’s structural and investment funds work, individuals and regions in rich 
countries could also be beneficiaries of Global Public Investment.  This is one thing that makes GPI 
more flexible and better adapted to meeting global public good type needs than ODA.  
 
Would that mean the world’s poor get left behind – again? 
No. The needs of the world’s poor are currently met by international aid (ODA, in official jargon). GPI 
would operate alongside ODA in the first instance and be separable to it.  
 
ODA continues to be needed in the current context and its importance is widely acknowledged. But 
so too are its shortfalls: not least, the needs of the poor should be met in far more democratic ways.  
 
So what’s the difference? 
In contrast to ODA, the concept of Global Public Investment (GPI) was developed in recognition of the 
fact that, because of its unique characteristics, international public finance should have an ongoing 
role in responding to current and future global challenges in all countries. This is not just about 
transforming the aid debate: it represents a new paradigm of fiscal policy for the twenty-first century. 
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GPI represents an overdue transition in international public finance that will need to take place over 
time. The point of GPI is to ensure that the best of ODA is continued, only better and more fairly 
managed, into the future. We all ultimately live in nations that are continuing to develop. 
 
How would Global Public Investment change things for people and the planet? 
We are confronted today by global health and climate challenges of an unprecedented nature. Real 
international cooperation will be required to get the world back on track. GPI recognises all this in a 
way that ODA, tied to the post-1945 international context simply cannot. 
 
For example, the need for structural transformation in poorer countries to bring extreme poverty to an 
end, reduce inequality and promote sustainability, and the need for “green” rather than dirty growth 
– longstanding concerns of development policy, have recently become glaring issues of practical and 
political concern in wealthier countries too.  
 
In fact, the two problems cannot really be separated. If industrialised countries are serious about asking 
poorer countries to keep global CO2 emissions to a minimum, in a context where they are struggling 
to reduce their own emissions, they will need to pay poorer countries for this costly environmental 
service, a principle established in the COP meetings on climate change. 
 
Would GPI itself play a role in poverty reduction? 
Yes. The need to address ingrained global poverty and the forms of inequality that have made it so 
hard to shift with development aid alone requires fundamental structural changes in the way that 
society and economy alike operate, and the political willingness to address this.  
 
But too often that willingness is hostage to the difficulty in raising sufficient finance. The challenges 
confronted by societies today, will require the mobilisation of unprecedented levels of finance over 
the long-term, and will depend on collective international action and collaborations on a scale never 
seen before.  
 
This cannot be left to voluntary donations and philanthropy alone. An analysis1 carried out in 2019, for 
example, suggested that an additional US$400 billion dollars per year will be required to finance the 
basic needs of the 59 poorest countries in the world in health, education, infrastructure, agriculture, 
ecosystem services, social protection and access to justice.   
 
This would not bring countries anywhere close to the kind of living standards expected by people 
living in the North – we are talking just the basics here. And only in the poorest countries. Add in the 
needs of the other 100 or so countries in the Global South and the bill will rise a great deal more. The 
World Bank estimates2 that an additional USD2-3 trillion dollars per year is required to achieve the 
SDGs, and almost unfathomably large sum of money. 
 
Is Global Public Investment a way of funding the SDGs? 
Yes. In September 2015, the countries of the world endorsed the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) to replace the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). While the MDGs set goals for poorer 
countries which richer countries were to help achieve, in 2015, for the first time, wealthy countries were 
to work towards the same goals.  

 
1 Fajans-Turn, V. & Smith, T., ‘New Report Estimates SDG Financing Needs for 59 of the World’s Lowest-Income 
Countries’, UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2019, https://www.unsdsn.org/new-report-
estimates-sdg-financing-needs-for-59-of-the-worlds-lowest-income-countries, (accessed 1 October 2020) 
2 World Bank Group, ‘The Landscape for Institutional Investing in 2018 – Perspectives of Institutional Investors, 
an input into the Investor Forum’, World Bank Group, 2018, 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/492461543350814564/pdf/132533-WP-
BackgroundPaperforGInvestorForumweb.pdf (accessed 1 October 2020) 
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While the problem of extreme poverty is mostly located in the Global South, the problems of inequality 
and unsustainability are located everywhere. The aspiration should not be only for poorer countries to 
come up to some standard already demonstrated in richer countries, but for progress in all countries. 
No longer can we talk about one set of countries that is “developing” versus another that is already 
“developed”. All countries are developing now. This is the principle of “universality”.  
 
So what if we apply this vision of universality not just to global targets, but also to the global 
contributions required to make them a reality? What if, in this SDG era, all countries contribute to the 
public goods and services that underpin global welfare, just as all countries benefit from global 
prosperity? Targets for all, financed by all. That is the idea behind GPI.  
 
The Global Public Investment concept thus represents a crucial part of the financing plan for realising 
the SDGs in time for 2030. But it would also help us meet the ongoing financing needs after the SDGs 
have run their course. GPI thus also provides a blueprint for the post-2030 era: an era in which climate 
change, global health challenges, and the transformation of global patterns of employment represent 
just three of the many complex and interconnected challenges that will need to be addressed.  
 
Is Global Public Investment a way of funding the Global Green New Deal? 
Yes. There are discussions ongoing at a variety of scales, from the national (e.g. the US) to the regional 
(e.g. the EU) to the global scale, each discussing some variant of a green “new deal”. But all of them 
require investment in green technology and infrastructure. This is precisely the sort of thing that GPI 
would help to fund.  
 
Is Global Public Investment a way of funding the response to Covid-19? 
Yes. In fact, even better, GPI would have been a way of funding the sort of international alert, 
preparedness, and response architecture that could have mitigated, or even avoided, Covid-19 in the 
first place. But even the legacy of Covid-19 presents other needs that GPI can help fulfil: from work 
 
 

The Expert Working Group 
 
What is the purpose of the Expert Working Group? 
In the last few years, a growing number of experts and organisations have begun to support this new 
approach. But important technical questions still need resolving, and detailed plans which take into 
account political opportunities and barriers need to be consolidated into a coherent plan of action to 
make GPI a reality.  
 
While most informed people recognize that change is needed, there is no single technically sound and 
politically viable road map that governments, multilateral organisations, civil society and other 
stakeholders can all sign up to. 
 
This is what the Expert Working Group has being established to resolve. Given the urgency of this 
issue and the critical political moment the core task of the Expert Working Group on Global Public 
Investment (EWG-GPI) will be to deliberate further on the GPI concept, ensure that it is both 
representative and robust, and then make concrete proposals for implementing it.  
 
How has the Expert Working Group been convened? 
A concern to ensure that this is not just another ‘top down’ initiative, devised by powerful interests ‘on 
behalf’ of others, is at the core of the formation of the GPI Expert Working Group.  
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By assembling an Expert Working Group in this way and reporting on its progress here, we open for 
a democratic and transparent route to international public spending fit for the twentieth century. 
Prior to its final publication a draft of the Report will be made available on this website for 
consultation.  

Take a look on the members page and you will see representatives from across the political spectrum, 
from all the major regions of the world, from national government agencies, non-governmental 
organisations, and multilateral bodies – including UN agencies and more besides.  
 
By assembling such a representative group we aim to ensure that the GPI proposal is developed in as 
robust a way as possible. It gives us confidence that that the group will deliver, in February of 2021, a 
technically sound and politically attractive action plan which will garner support within key sectors 
around the world.  
 
Is now the right time to be doing this? 
Yes. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, 2020 seemed an odd time to be calling for greater 
internationalism. Political trends across the world appeared ever more nationally-minded, with 
politicians and publics seemingly more interested in challenging and even breaking up the multilateral 
order than updating it for the twenty-first century.  
 
But then the virus hit, and people’s perspectives have begun to shift. Radically. Covid-19 has made 
the deficiencies in global cooperation more visible to more people than perhaps ever before. It 
presents a generational opportunity to push for meaningful structural reform. Policies that until recently 
seemed radical are now increasingly being considered by mainstream political actors as not only 
realistic but necessary.  
 
Meanwhile, if we step back for a moment from the upheaval caused by Covid-19 we are reminded that 
the Sustainable Development Goals remain a clear set of instructions, given by the countries of the 
world to themselves, to try to address the ongoing challenge of building a fairer and more just society 
in all corners of the globe.  
 
The launch of those ambitious new global goals in September 2015 was a sign that powerful 
internationalist sentiment still exists and that a groundswell of people really do want to commit to a 
greater prosperity for all. Yet because of the massive economic impact of the Covid-19 shutdowns, the 
SDGs now stand in danger of going unfunded, and the goals themselves remaining unmet by the 
target date of 2030. 
 
Can GPI really address of all this? 
Yes, as part – only part – of a new approach to global problems in the twenty-first century. Because all 
three of the tasks outlined above – responding to Covid-19, meeting the next immediate crisis 
presented by the climate emergency, and meeting the SDGs – are in fact closely connected. And the 
urgency with which we should be addressing ourselves to all of them means there is no time to waste.  
 
A new commitment to international public investment is required if we are to get anywhere close to 
achieving social and economic development while safeguarding ecosystems and keeping well under 
a 1.5 degrees climate shift. Global Public Investment can only be one part of a much larger set of 
answers to these modern global challenges: and history has shown that international interventions of 
this kind can only accompany and complement more profound structural change at the national level. 
But it is a critical piece of the jigsaw nonetheless. 
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Next Steps 
 
What happens after the Expert Working Group has concluded its work? 
In February 2021 the Expert Working Group will present a technically sound and politically attractive 
action plan addressed, in the form of a Report, to key sectors around the world. 
 
The Report will address the needs of two key stakeholder types in particular: national governments 
(bilateral) and international organisations (multilateral). For each type of stakeholder the report will 
address the following key areas of concern.  
 

1. Problem. What are the challenges and bottlenecks with current approaches to international 
public finance? 
 

2. Response. How might GPI resolve these problems?  
 

3. Next steps. What needs to be done to facilitate GPI?   
 
This sounds ambitious. Will implementing Global Public Investment require some sort of major global 
agreement? 
The idea behind Global Public Investment is an ambitious one. And yes, ultimately, probably it does 
require global agreement. Just as the SDGs did.  
 
But the immediate challenge is to achieve something more tangible: namely concrete multilateral 
commitments to the principles underpinning a more structured and representative form of 
international public financing. After all, Covid-19 already affects almost all the world’s countries and 
regions and will not be overcome unless countries learn once again to work together, as they have 
done at key moments in the past.  
 
Perhaps most memorably, the Second World War induced a commitment to international monetary 
and trade cooperation that formed the backbone to the postwar international economic system. For 
all its weaknesses, that system was sufficient to manage the post-war rebuilding of the world.  
 
It might have worked that much better had John Maynard Keynes won the day and his proposal for an 
International Clearing Union – a monetary mechanism that put the burden of adjustment on surplus 
(rich) as well as debtor (poor) countries – been taken up. But times move on and today a fiscal 
counterpart is required: not the Clearing Union that John Maynard Keynes wanted, back in 1944, but 
an Investments Union for addressing problems like Covid-19.  
 
Does money really solve everything? 
No. Global Public Investment would be a crucial part of any attempt to respond to global challenges 
in the decades to come. But it is wrong to think that public finance is the only, or even the most 
important change needed to ensure global harmony and sustainability.  
So we should not exaggerate GPI’s importance relative to other major global policy issues. 
Delivering on global goals requires collective international action on an immense scale, and that 
includes unprecedented levels of cooperation in a range of areas: from sharing of tax registers, to 
transformations in the international legal structure pertaining to trade and investment.  
 
However, GPI can play a role in each of these areas. To achieve progress on hunger, for example, 
the world needs to increase investment in rural infrastructure, improve plant and livestock gene 
banks, eliminate agricultural export subsidies, and limit food price volatility by sharing market 
information better.  
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Many reforms, both national and international, are required to create an “enabling environment” to 
achieve progress on the above: creating a fairer trading system and a more stable global financial 
system to encourage developmentally-useful private foreign investments, reducing illicit capital flows 
and tax evasion and increasing stolen-asset recovery; international agreements on money 
laundering, illicit trade and arms trading that reflect the true global costs of such activities for global 
peace and security.  
 
Another example: the Tax Justice Network estimates that the global loss to governments from profit 
shifting by multinational companies, for instance, is upwards of $500bn per year. They further 
estimate that governments are losing at least $189 billion a year as a result of tax dodging. The 
countries of the Global South are hardest hit. 
 
Fiscal cooperation on something like Global Public Investment would “key in” to many of these other 
needed reforms. At just the most basic level, it might help reopen channels of communication and 
constructive debate between nations. Structural transformation is required in wealthier countries, 
whose growth pattern has set the world on a path to unsustainability, just as much as in poorer ones.  
 
Most countries, including rich ones, are still pursuing ‘traditional’ forms of economic development 
through carbon-intensive forms of industrialisation and the international community is still thinking 
through how to manage growing global risks, vulnerabilities and uncertainties on a long-term basis. 
Here is where the cooperation that GPI can foster can be of benefit in itself.  
 
How would a world with Global Public Investment look different to the world of today? 
Ultimately Global Public Investment would mean that we would no longer be so reliant on ad hoc, 
voluntary offers of financial support, couched in the language of generosity but subject to the whims 
of presidents and bilateral (read geopolitical) preferences.  
 
Instead, we could finance emergency and long-term public needs via a statutory contributory system 
which could be relied upon in normal times to build up public goods, services and infrastructure – of 
benefit to societies and private individuals alike – across the world, and in extraordinary emergencies 
to coordinate and finance an adequate global response.  
 
Our world would be safer and more secure, in other words.  
 
It would also be fairer and more prosperous.  
 
Of course, anything on this scale would be some time away. But we cannot limit our vision to five-year 
strategy periods, four-year electoral cycles, or even three-year replenishing rounds, just because these 
seem to be the current political constraints.  
 
If the past few years have taught us anything it is that such constraints can anyway change in an instant. 
There has never been a better moment to stress the importance of internationalism and global 
cooperation for just and sustainable progress. It is time we seized that moment. 
 
What can be done to work towards GPI in the meantime? 
It will take time and effort to transition to this new approach. But there are plenty of ways governments, 
organisations and individuals can take the lead.  
 
• Stop using the language of donors and recipients, of aid and charity. Start talking about public 

investment for the common good. Words matter. 
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• Ensure that the governance in your international organisation reflects a shift towards inclusive 
decision-making, so that net-recipients of funds are equally involved as net-contributors in 
governance.  

 
• Shift the focus of international organisations towards the broad SDG mandate, covering inequality, 

sustainability and all the areas in which international public money can be useful. 
 


