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5.	 Next Steps

Ant Forest highlights the potential 
for using digital finance to advance 
environmental sustainability. 
In this particular case, carbon 
gains are made by combining the 
use of mobile payments with big 
data analysis linked to effective 
communications to individuals, and 
the smart use of social media to 
make carbon savings a cool feature 
of one’s virtual status. Ant Forest 
also demonstrates, even at this 
early stage, that digital finance can 
be used to reach the individual in 
ways not previously achieved, and 
moreover to move to previously 
unimaginable scale in very short 
periods of time. 

The experience of Ant Forest to 
date demonstrates that citizens can 
be encouraged and empowered to 
act on climate concerns, but beyond 
that little is known. Ant Forest is 
still in its pilot stages, and much 
needs to be better understood 
in order to place such citizens’ 
action at scale on a longer-term 
pathway. Despite the available 
data, including the user survey, 
understanding of why people are 
engaging and what it would take 
to sustain and further grow such 
engagement remains weak. It is 
equally unclear as to whether the 
same approach could be successful 
if advanced, for example, in other 
countries or in seeking to influence 
other environmental outcomes 
such as water use, food waste or 
biodiversity management.

Green digital finance is at a 
formative stage, offering great 
potential but requiring active 
experimentation, learning and 
collaboration to maximize positive 
impact. Two related sets of next 
steps are described below that 
together can begin to realize such 
potential.

5.1	 Ant’s Next Steps

Ant is dedicated to build up a 
measurable carbon account for 
its 450 million users, to promote 
the development of personal 
avoided carbon emissions, establish 
the green and open platform, 
and encourage green and low-
carbon activities. It will cover more 
scenarios of green and low-carbon 
business, promote green and low-
carbon consumption patterns, 
develop green financial instruments 
and promote the development of 
green and low-carbon industry. 
Working with UN Environment and 
other partners, Ant proposes to 
take forward the following:

¢¢ Improving and standardizing 
carbon methodology: 
Working with the China Beijing 
Environmental Exchange 
and others, Ant will continue 
to improve the accounting 
methodology for translating 
behavioural data into carbon 
footprint data. Also working 
with UN Environment, Ant is 
committed to turning this method 
into a generally agreed protocol 
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or standard, enabling other 
payment platforms to deploy it in 
their own particular context, with 
comparable results and perhaps 
eventually inter-operable user 
communities.

¢¢ Establishing an open green 
platform: Building on the 
experience of Ant Forest, 
proposed is to establish an 
open platform to enable the 
most effective approaches to 
encouraging avoided emissions 
and other citizen-focused 
approaches to reducing carbon 
emissions, involving enterprises 
and NGOs. This platform should 
help with tree planting, water 
protection as well as other 
environmental protection projects.

¢¢ Driving a multipurpose green 
financing platform: Beyond an 
open platform for collaboration, 
Ant proposes to use its big data 
and other capabilities to build and 
operationalize voluntary emission 
reduction methodologies, 
including to help SMEs in 
particular enter the carbon 
trading market and reward the 
carbon reduction activities. It 
will also explore carbon market 
capitalization and build an OTC 
exchange platform for SMEs and 
individual customers. In addition, 
it can establish a certification 
system for green products and 
develop a green industry through 
promoting green consumption, 
Moreover, it can develop green 
financial instruments to support 
investment and financing of green 
industry.

5.2	 Green Digital Finance 
Alliance’s Next Steps

The GDFA is the world’s first 
platform dedicated to mobilizing 
digital developments taking place 
across the financial system, and 
more broadly in support of the 
transition to an inclusive green 
economy. Established as a Swiss 
Foundation in the Canton of Geneva, 
it provides an open platform 
for public and private actors to 
collaborate in better understanding, 
experimenting and catalysing and 
ensuring the scaled deployment of 
‘green digital finance’. The Alliance’s 
founders, Ant Financial Services 
Group and UN Environment, see 
this not as the promotion of niche 
initiatives, but as a window on to the 
future of finance and its relationship 
to sustainable development. 

Over its initial development phase, 
the Alliance is reaching out to key 
actors, building capacity and defining 
activity streams, to include: (a) ongo-
ing mapping of green digital finance 
activities, (b) collaborative, mar-
ket-facing initiatives, (c) engagement 
with non-market actors, including 
policymakers and regulators. More 
specifically, the Alliance proposes to 
take forward the following:

“The Green Digital Finance 
Alliance is a unique partnership 
ensuring that we can align 
tomorrow’s fintech-powered global 
financial system with sustainable 
development.” 
Erik Solheim, Under-Secretary General of 

the United Nations, Head, UN Environment
25
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¢¢ Mapping green digital finance: 
unlike financial inclusion, there is 
as yet no community established 
in this area, and so the Alliance 
will focus its energies on ongoing 
mapping of green digital finance 
business activities and initiatives, 
releasing its first status report 
at the IMF Annual Meetings in 
October 2017.

¢¢ Deepening and extending 
Ant Forest: as one of the key 
collaborative initiatives, the 
Alliance is working with Ant 
to improve the Ant Forest’s 
underlying methodology, and 
to draw together other actors 
including mobile payment 
platform operators with an 
interest in extending the 
application of the approach.

¢¢ Supporting national green fintech 
hubs: deepening outreach 
to catalyse innovation often 
requires bringing together 
national and local clusters, which 
can most effectively be done 

through establishing green 
fintech hubs linked to existing 
fintech hubs or green finance 
initiatives, also engaging public 
actors.

¢¢ Greening digital finance 
challenge: green digital finance 
needs to be actively promoted, 
and the Alliance will do this in 
collaboration with others through 
co-design, competition such as in 
Singapore’s ‘hackcelerator’ linked 
to its annual Fintech Festival, 
and by drawing in funders and 
potentially setting up a special 
financing vehicle.

¢¢ Engaging with policymakers and 
regulators: advancing green 
digital finance involves policy 
and regulatory actors as well as 
a market-facing action, and the 
Alliance seeks to engage them at 
a national and also importantly 
at an international level, including 
the G20, in linking together the 
ongoing discussions about fintech 
and green finance. 
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6.	 Concluding Reflections 

Ant Forest offers early evidence 
that the emerging area of green 
digital finance has great potential. 
Ant’s pilot in encouraging 
individuals to manage their carbon 
footprint suggests that such a 
bottom-up approach can work. 
Clearly, there is much to do in 
working out the best mechanics 
for this, and moreover how to give 
value to natural capital. Moreover, 
many real challenges need to be 
addressed along the way, from 
data privacy to any natural capital 
rights and obligations needed to 
avoid the worst aspects of a free-
for-all market for the eco-system 
within which we all operate.

Green digital finance needs to 
complement more top-down 
approaches. Green finance has 
to date been driven by policy and 
large-scale financing deployed by 
concentrated decision-making in 
banks and institutional investors. 
Such actors, instruments and 
decisions are of huge importance, 
but are struggling to achieve the 
speed and scale and needed 

to meet the level of urgency in 
addressing climate and broader 
environmental challenges. 
Green digital finance could both 
accelerate the scale of their 
actions, as well as open the 
door to bottom-up approaches 
to citizens’ action. Indeed, one 
possible future would be for 
citizens to manage their own, 
far broader ‘natural capital’ 
accounts.

Green digital finance is a pre-
requisite in securing sustainable 
development. Addressing 
sustainable development requires 
that financing take full account of 
its environmental impacts. At the 
same time, digitalization lies at the 
heart of one of this century’s core 
technological eco-systems. Digital 
finance is a critical element of this 
eco-system, and will redefine the 
nexus between finance, value and 
economy. Green digital finance 
is essentially the connection 
between these two historic 
strands.
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