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Costings are vital for global investment ambition and 
national and local investment plans  

As we head into 2015 we are at a critical moment for ensuring a sustainable future of people 

and planet and an end to poverty. Three paths are converging to forge an ambitious future 

development agenda, with three major summits focused on financing for development, the post-

2015 framework and climate change. 

Achieving a vision demands a clear understanding of the scale of investment needs. This is 

needed both at a global level to motivate collective commitment and action, and at national and 

sub-national levels to translate that commitment into tangible outcomes. 

Investment needs, aggregated at global or regional levels, will communicate the scale of 

effort needed. Combined with quality information on what resources are currently available we 

can assess how far away from achieving the vision we are. With the spirit of collective action 

this is needed to mobilise energy and commitment and achieve burden sharing around a 

common goal. 
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Every vision needs a plan. Every plan needs a budget. 

In September 2015 world leaders and citizens will set a plan and timetable to achieve a new global 
vision where no one is left behind. This vision will build on progress since 2000 in delivering 
on Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and aims to complete the job of ending extreme poverty 
by 2030. But visions alone are not enough to make an impact. Every vision needs a plan – and 
every plan needs a budget. 

At the time of the MDGs the focus on financing was on domestic resources and official 
development assistance (ODA). Fifteen years later it is a very different world. Domestic government 
revenues in developing countries as a whole are now over US$6 trillion (growing more than 2.5 
times in real terms since 2000) and ODA is just 7% of international flows. The task now is to 
mobilise these resources in a new model of financing that brings together investments from many 
different quarters – public and private, commercial and philanthropic, official and voluntary.   

To do that we have to know the investment needs. What will we need to invest to achieve the end 
of extreme poverty by 2030, and how can we do it most efficiently?  

This briefing shows why we need to cost investments for the end of poverty, summarises some of 
the current evidence and outlines future research that we are seeking to undertake. We welcome 
engagement, whether you find our research useful, have similar interests or wish to collaborate.  

 

http://www.devinit.org/
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Of course it is not just about finance. Policy, the decisions we take, and the behaviours and 

contexts that determine the effectiveness of our actions are fundamental. But this does not 

detract from the digital need for investment. Considering both will help ensure the most cost-

effective solutions are identified and implemented. 

And determining costs is no longer about ‘buying development outcomes’. We have moved a 

long way from calculating simple investment gaps to set targets for international aid – a criticism 

of previous MDG costings. ODA will remain important but is now well recognised as only one 

source of finance within a diverse portfolio of wider public and private, domestic and 

international flows and investments. Harnessing all resources around a common goal is the 

challenge of our time and ensuring that each is used to its comparative advantage requires 

understanding of the scale and nature of investment needs. 

It is at the national and sub-national level where a clear understanding of investment needs 

must be translated into practical planning and prioritising. Many countries have already 

completed national development plans and many more are underway. These need to be costed 

to see how plans align to international targets, in order to identify where particular finance needs 

are acute and to identify the most appropriate source and modes of investment. 

Local detail beneath the national level is crucial. There can be stark differences in terms of 

needs, capacities and patterns of expenditure and incoming resources between one part of a 

country and another. For example, in Mozambique differences in annual government 

expenditures on health differ from as high as US$38.80 per person in Maputo province to just 

US$3.53 in Nampula province. Thus a new model of implementation at the national level, using 

sub-national information, is needed to enable different resources to work together for maximum 

impact, drawing on their comparative strengths in different contexts. 

What do we know about the scale of investment needed? 

Critical data and information needed to achieve the end of poverty by 2030 is missing, and 

consensus around evidence-based estimates of the scale of investment needs continues to be 

unmet. 

While there has been no reliable overarching analysis of the overall cost of ending poverty to 

date, studies have focused on sectoral assessments, aggregated to provide a broad indication 

of the scale of overall investment needs. For example, the additional investment needed to 

achieve the SDGs in developing countries has been estimated to be within the range of US$2–3 

trillion a year.1 

While the limited existing information makes it difficult to know with any certainty which areas 

are likely to face the largest investment needs, existing studies find substantial shortfalls 

between current investments and the needs across sectors. One study finds them to be 

particularly large in infrastructure, climate change, health, education, agriculture and food 

security, and water and sanitation. 
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Needs exceed existing investment across sectors 

 

Source: Based on UNCTAD World Investment Report 2014; Note: capital investments only, excludes recurrent spending.  

Such sectoral approaches reflect how governments are organised and so help determine how 

much funding is required for key line ministries and how such financing can be programmed, 

delivered and monitored at international, national and local levels. They are limited, however, to 

the extent that they underestimate the positive effects from progress in one sector on another 

(e.g. roads in rural areas that also improve access to markets) and, similarly, the negative 

consequences (e.g. construction of a dam on biodiversity). Concerted further efforts are needed 

to update aging sector estimates and evaluate these spillovers that can help reduce the costs of 

investment. 

Key sector needs 

Achieving investments across sectors and in the infrastructure needed to support progress are 

vital. The World Bank and UNCTAD have both estimated total global infrastructure investment 

needs at around US$1.2 trillion a year. Investment in social sectors – health, education and 

water/sanitation in particular – is also critical for ending poverty and providing choice and 

empowerment to the poorest people. 

Health 
While estimates of the scale of investment needs across the health sector (critical to improving 

the lives of the poorest people) vary, they are certainly substantial. A range of studies have put 

estimated additional investment needs at US$61–80 billion (Lancet Commission, estimated to 
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http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Poverty%20documents/WB-PREM%20financing-for-development-pub-10-11-13web.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/pages/PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=937
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save an additional 10 million lives a year by 2035), US$65–196 billion (Chatham House) and 

US$140 billion (UNCTAD)2. Costs are greatest in fragile states that lack the infrastructure to 

meet basic health needs. Without universal provision the poorest have to provide for 

themselves. Providing free healthcare can release their limited resources for other productive 

investments. 

Education 
Estimates of the investment required in education, another critical area for raising the poorest 

people from poverty, are also varied and substantial. Studies have put the additional annual 

investment needed at US$17 billion (Copenhagen Consensus), US$38 billion (UNESCO), and 

US$250 billion (UNCTAD).3 Estimates that focus on capital investments exclude operating 

costs, which are significant in social sectors. UNESCO is expected to produce expanded and 

updated estimates to provide a better sense of demand. As with health, investment in education 

releases the poorest peoples’ limited resources to pay for other basic needs and enabling them 

to escape extreme poverty themselves. Universal free education in Uganda, for example, has 

been credited with reducing those under the poverty line from 50% to 19% over the past 

decade, not just through direct improvements to health, but by releasing household finance to 

make more productive investments.4 

Water and sanitation 

Similarly, annual investment needs for the water and sanitation sector vary from US$27 billion 
to US$260 billion. The lower figure is the WHO’s annualised estimate of the total investments 
needed to achieve universal access to water and sanitation facilities by 2030. Investment needs 
are greatest in East Asia (26% of the total), followed by sub-Saharan Africa (23%) and South 
Asia (18%). Urban areas account for almost two-thirds (63%) of overall investment needs. 
UNCTAD have put investment needs in the sector at $260 billion, although this figure includes 
higher income countries and industrial needs as well. 

An investment plan needs visibility: a complete picture of 
needs and all available resources 

Visibility on all resources is essential if we are to harness them to the common purpose of 

achieving the end of extreme poverty. We need to know what is already being invested, not only 

by governments and the private sector but by poor people themselves.   

The open data movement has successfully campaigned for more and better data, and in recent 

years a number of sector-specific transparency initiatives have developed standards or agreed 

principles aimed at increasing the information available on particular resource flows. For 

decision makers at the national and global level to have a complete picture, however, they need 

information from many different sources to be published in a common format. The standard 

developed by the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) offers a potential solution, 

providing a way of publishing data from all international development finance actors to a 

common standard. The IATI Standard is already capturing data from a wide range of different 

organisations and could be further developed to capture information on all international 

development finance flows.  

Similar information is also required for domestic resources. This does not just apply to 

government revenues and expenditures. As illustrated above, we also need to recognise what 

people themselves already finance, especially people in poverty, to ascertain what essential 

household spending may be freed up if the costs of basic services are met elsewhere. 

http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/publications/2012/globalcosts.pdf
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The Data Revolution for sustainable development will have an important role to play in future. 

But in the present we need much improved investment needs estimates soon to inform the 

Third International Conference on Financing for Development in Addis Ababa. 

Global estimates can also encourage countries to make their own estimates of investment 

need. The UN Sustainable Development Solutions network is working with a range of partners 

towards improving global estimates of investment needs in the months ahead. But there is also 

scope to do more on building appreciation of investment needs from the bottom up, taking a 

national perspective aligned with domestic processes, to give greater clarity on how much 

investment and of what kind is needed. The results of this work should seek to directly address 

countries’ sustainable development investment needs and provide them with the tools to 

understand how best meet them. 

We need a clear measure of impact on the global bottom 20% 

Any investment choices need to be based on an estimate of the returns. To achieve the end of 

extreme poverty and to ensure that no one is left behind we must have a clear, standard 

measure that can be applied to all potential investments to show the extent to which they 

contribute to the end of poverty. 

Investment plans need to be based on data that will allow us to measure impact on the people 

who are currently in the poorest 20%. We need to know whether the poorest 20% of people are 

benefiting from new job opportunities and economic growth and whether government services 

are reaching the poorest people. We need to make measurements of the incomes and 

wellbeing of the poorest more timely and regular, gender disaggregated and covering excluded 

and vulnerable groups that are so often missed. This is a key delivery challenge for the Data 

Revolution and a core part of investment plans needed at global and national level. 

Contributions towards these investments can be shared between government, the private sector 

and aid agencies, all of whom have an interest in knowing more about citizens, customers and 

beneficiaries. 

What DI is doing 

In 2013, DI's Investments to End Poverty Report put together the best available data on all 

resources that contribute to delivering global goals and ending poverty. The report showed that 

private investment and domestic resources are much larger than ODA, which explains why any 

plan to deliver on the goals and to leave no one behind needs to start from the most complete 

picture of all available resources and from domestic policies and investment plans. 

We want to help policy makers achieve as much progress as possible. Estimates and data on 

costs need to be brought together in one place. We are working to provide a benchmark by 

which the impact of all resources on ending poverty can be more rigorously measured between 

now and 2030.  

We think it is important to see this as part of a process on financing and global goals that has 

been gathering momentum over the last 2 years and will continue through 2015 and 2016. 

Agreements at Addis and the September UNGA meetings will be turned into specific 

commitments and action at international and national levels. Implementation requires specific, 

monitorable measures and investment plans accompanied by a strong and transparent 

accountability framework. Our contribution will be to bring the evidence, tools and policy 

analysis to support governments and organisations to take the post-2015 agenda from vision to 

practical implementation. 

http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/overview/third-conference-ffd.html
http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Investments_to_End_Poverty_full_report.pdf
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We welcome engagement, whether you would like to see better data or to collaborate in any 

other way. Please contact: 

Cordelia Lonsdale, Finance for Development Engagement Lead (New York, USA) 

T: +1 347 430 7006E: cordelia.lonsdale@devinit.org  

                                                
 

1
 These include UNCTAD 2014 World Investment report, UN Sustainable Development Solution Network and UN Task Team. 

2
 Lancet Global Health Commission 2035: Specifically an additional US$23 billion annually 2016–2025 rising to US$27 billion in 

2026–2035 for 34 low income countries or around US$24 per person in 2015, and for 48 middle income countries US$38 billion 
annually in 2016–2025 rising to US$53 billion in 2026–2035, or around US$20 per person (all in 2011 prices). Taking these together 
gives US$61–80 billion over the period 2016–2035. See also this summary. 
Chatham House: Delivering a minimum level of US$86 spending on health per person would cost US$196 billion (all in 2012 prices) 
to deliver, with a ’minimum-capacity gap’ of US$65 billion combining this with a minimum 5% of GDP on health spending.  
UNCTAD: Additional capital investment, includes high income countries. 
3
 Copenhagen Consensus: Annual cost of closing universal coverage gap, to a level of US$300 for primary schooling for a child in 

Africa, applied to 57 million children not in school. UNESCO: additional annual investment for primary and lower secondary 
education in developing countries; excludes upper secondary and tertiary education but new estimates will incorporate these 
(2013a). 
UNCTAD: based on a required US$330 billion to “move towards sustainable development in the sector” and current annual 
investment of around US$80 billion. 
4
 Uganda’s Minister of Finance, Planning & Economic Development, Maria Kiwanuka in speech to UN post-2015 development 

finance event, 10 Oct 2014. See http://live.worldbank.org/finance-development-post-2015-towards-shared-vision (@1hr). 

mailto:cordelia.lonsdale@devinit.org
http://unctad.org/en/pages/PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=937
http://unsdsn.org/resources/publications/financing-for-sustainable-development/
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2096Chapter%201-global%20investment%20requirement%20estimates.pdf
http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/global-health-2035
http://globalhealth2035.org/sites/default/files/report/global-health-2035.pdf
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20140521HealthFinancing.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/pages/PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=937
http://www.copenhagenconsensus.com/publication/post-2015-consensus-education-assessment-psacharopoulos
http://unesco.org.pk/education/documents/2014/launch_gmr/GMR_Summary.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/pages/PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=937
http://live.worldbank.org/finance-development-post-2015-towards-shared-vision

