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Investors and borrowers across Asia Pacific are bracing for a record year in 
sustainable debt. And the roadmap suggests even more growth to come, as 

increasingly savvy market players eye climate targets and back new standards 
and regulations, finds the 5th annual ANZ/FinanceAsia poll.

BY ANDREW CROOKE

SUSTAINABLE FINANCING POLL 2022
Going green becomes 

mainstream
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The spotlight on the role of 
green, social and sustainability 
(GSS) instruments in the debt 

capital markets is sharper than ever 
amid the political will to set new 
climate and regulatory agendas.

As one of the hottest and most 
sought-after parts of the fixed 
income landscape, demand is 
surging, with commentators 
expecting 2022 to be a standout year. 
Moody’s, for example, has forecast 
$1.35 trillion, following an already-
impressive 2021 when sustainable 
bond issuance grew 64% year-on-
year to nearly $1 trillion. S&P Global 
Ratings goes further, tipping the 
issuance of GSS and sustainability-
linked bonds to surpass $1.5 trillion 
this year. 

Regardless of the final total, 
several factors are fuelling this trend. 
Among them: higher levels of 
comfort and understanding in terms 
of the regulatory environment; 
greater uniformity and familiarity 
with market standards; and issuers’ 
desire to meet and diversify investor 
demand.

This is according to more than 100 
investors and borrowers in Asia 
Pacific who took part in the exclusive 
5th annual poll conducted by ANZ 
and FinanceAsia during April and 
May 2022. 

GREEN GROWTH GAINING 
GROUND 
From Australia and New Zealand, up 
to Japan and South Korea, and right 
across east and South-east Asia to 
India – overall GSS engagement for 
both borrowers and investors has 
become overwhelming: 95% of poll 
respondents now consider GSS 
issues within their organisations and 
integrate them into their strategy. 

This is a notable increase from the 
87% based on the same question in 
the 2021 poll, which itself had 
already showed steady growth from 
equivalent polls in 2020 and 2019.

Covid seems to have played a part 
in spurring interest in this segment. 
Around a third (34%) of respondents 
said the pandemic has given them a 
greater focus on sustainable finance 
and GSS instruments, slightly more 
than in the 2021 poll.

But a glimpse into the views of 
respondents on regulatory dynamics 
provides perhaps the most striking 
evidence of the traction that 
sustainable debt has gained over the 
past 12 months. 

There is improved understanding 
in general across the industry about 
the requirements and implications 
for all market players of the EU 
Taxonomy and EU Green Bond 
Standard. 

“There is greater awareness and 
comfort in relation to the regulatory 
environment,” said Tessa Dann, 
director, sustainable finance at ANZ. 
“Compared with previous findings, 
which showed more concern about 
the potential impact of the EU 
taxonomy, borrowers in particular 
are more familiar with overall market 
standards as well as regional 
taxonomies.”

Respondents are also largely 
positive about the impact of 
potential further regulation of 
sustainability and GSS instruments.

For borrowers, the benefits 
include, according to respondents, 
encouraging greater consistency and 
transparency across markets and 
issuers. In turn, this would create 
more incentives to issue and, 
therefore, deepen the market.

This aligns with evidence from 
New Zealand in the wake of new 
legislation in late 2021 that has made 
climate-related disclosures 
mandatory for certain organisations. 

“There has been a notable shift in 
engagement from borrowers given 
that climate risk is now discussed at 
the board level,” said Dean Spicer, 
head of sustainable finance for ANZ 
in New Zealand. “This has driven a 
lot of momentum and interest in 
sustainable finance in the domestic 
market.”

For investors, the positive effect of 
more regulation would be 
standardisation of data, which 
would, said some respondents, help 
align expectations and practices 
within industry, plus improve 
visibility into a borrower’s 
sustainability strategy. This would 
lead to greater investor confidence.

At the same time, the fact that the 
majority of investors in this year’s 
poll said their organisations are 
committed to the Paris Agreement 
and net-zero targets also suggests a 
mainstreaming of GSS instruments.

Even though there is uncertainty 
over how these are put into practice, 
buying sustainable debt is certainly a 
likely option – in line with the 
influence of ESG in the investment 
plans of most respondents from asset 
managers and asset owners (more 
details below).

P O L L

EIGHT KEY TAKEAWAYS 
FROM THE SURVEY
1.  Almost every poll respondent 

said they consider GSS issues 
and integrate them into their 
strategy.

2.  There is growing awareness and 
comfort among borrowers and 
investors about taxonomies and 
key market standards, though 
uncertainty remains over the 
impact of regional regulations.

3.  Many more investors than last 
year are developing an ESG 
investment policy and now use 
third-party ESG ratings to inform 
their strategy.

4.  While the majority of investors 
work for firms with 
commitments to the Paris 
Agreement and a net-zero 
emissions target, there is a 
widespread lack of clarity about 
how these are achieved.

5.  Of the two-thirds of investors 
already buying GSS bonds and 
loans, renewable energy is by far 
the most popular sector, 
followed by energy efficiency and 
then sustainable transport.

6.  Independent reviews and 
assurances have become 
significantly more important 
when investing in GSS 
instruments.

7.  A borrower’s alignment to 
sustainability objectives is the 
predominant issuance driver for 
GSS instruments, followed by 
investor diversification and 
improved access to capital.

8.  Set-up costs, time and a lack of 
available targets are key barriers 
to issuing GSS instruments.
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How has Covid-19 impacted your focus 
on sustainable finance and  GSS 
instruments going forward? 

P O L L

ISSUING ON A PROMISE
The growing familiarity with 
sustainable debt is generally 
supportive of the positive outlook for 
GSS issuance in Asia Pacific.

This has also been fuelled by the 
announcements over the past 12 to 
18 months by governments around 
the world – including key regional 
economies such as China, India and 
Australia – of defined net-zero 
targets. 

For example, these and other bold 
environmental commitments 
coincided with $621 billion worth of 
global issuance of green bonds in 
2021, double the previous year, 
according to BloombergNEF. 
Although the figures showed Europe 
retain its crown as the most prolific 
market, with $308 billion of green 
bonds last year, Asia is growing the 
fastest, with its share of total 
issuances rising from 14% in 2020 to 
24% in 2021.

It tallies with the poll findings of 
what borrowers said is their key 
driver to issue GSS instruments: 
alignment to sustainability 
objectives. In addition, they continue 
to strive for investor diversification 
and improved access to the growing 
pool of capital which is seeking a 
stronger or clearer purpose.

These goals bode well for 
investors’ preferences for borrowers 
that issue GSS instruments – 28% 
said it would lead to a favourable yet 
qualitative uplift, compared with 
18% in last year’s poll. 

Meanwhile, nearly half (49%) said 
this would only be the case if the 
company also had in place a 
comprehensive sustainability 
strategy, higher than the 38% based 
on last year’s findings.

While use of proceeds bonds still 
dominate the global market over 
sustainability-linked bonds (SLBs), 
that trend may not prevail. 

Stella Saris Chow, head of 
sustainable finance, international, at 
ANZ, sees growing potential for the 
latter. “The setting and tracking of 
ESG targets and net zero goals will 
lead to SLBs gaining a greater share 
of total GSS universe,” she explained.

This is clear based on the strong 
familiarity with and interest in SLBs, 

according to investors’ views in  the 
poll, with steady growth and 
engagement compared with findings 
12 months earlier.

More broadly, the greater 
familiarity with the sustainable debt 
landscape might in fact be holding 
back some borrowers. They 
highlighted their biggest barrier to 
issuance, for instance, as set-up 
costs. The time-consuming nature of 
the process, as well as not being able 
to identify appropriate use of 
proceeds or targets to utilise, were 
also high on the list of hurdles.

Despite the increased focus on 
green-washing noted this year in the 
broader financial sector, the results 
show that since the 2021 poll, issuer 
concerns over green-washing and 
regulatory requirements have 
become less of a focal point 
compared with other barriers. 

The thirst for information in the 
sustainable finance sector shows no 
signs of waning. Borrowers would 
find more information useful, 
according to 25% of respondents 
– higher than the 17% in the 2021 
poll. However, the type of insights are 
changing to some extent, with more 
demand for market dynamics such 
as size, investor interest and 
applicable asset types, rather than 
mechanics like the issuance process 
and regulatory updates.

Future issuance plans also 
indicate a certain amount of caution. 
Overall, 89% of issuers said they have 
either already issued a GSS 
instrument, or are considering it; by 
contrast, this figure was 95% in the 
2021 poll.

Further, the timeframe for future 
and expected issuance is mostly 
within 12-24 months, a notable 
extension from the 2021 findings that 
indicated more action in the short 
term.

BUYING WITH MORE EXPERIENCE
For investors, this year’s poll findings 
emphasise a readiness to expand 
sustainable debt portfolios; 88% said 
ESG considerations are integrated 
into investment strategies, compared 
with 77% last year.

This is also reflected in their current 
approach to ESG investing. Many 

2022

10%
Either no focus on GSS regardless 

of Covid, or reduced focus 

51%
No change,

continues to 
be a focus

5%
Increased 

focus in short 
team only

34%
Greater focus 
going forward

2021 18%
Either no focus on GSS regardless 

of Covid, or reduced focus 

44%
No change,

continues to 
be a focus

5%
Increased 

focus in short 
team only

32%
Greater focus going forward

The main drivers to issues GSS 
instruments

Aligment to  
sustainability  
objectives

2 Investor
diversification

3 Improve access 
to capital 4 Pricing

1
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What will be the impact of potential further regulation of 
sustainability and sustainable finance?

2022 - INVESTORS
20%

Negative

80%
Positive

9%
Negative

91%
Positive

2022 - ISSUERS

2021 - INVESTORS
11%

Negative

89%
Positive

21%
Negative

79%
Positive

2021 - ISSUERS

All else equal, would a GSS instrument offering change 
your view on an issuer?

Are ESG considerations integrated into 
your investment strategy?

2022

2021

16%
Not in itself

47%
Only if the company 
also had in place a 

comprehensive 
sustainability strategy

31%
Yes, a favourable 

yet qualitative 
uplift

6%
Yes, we would 

pay for that

30%
Not in itself

38%
Only if the company also had 

in place a comprehensive 
sustainability strategy

18%
Yes, a favourable yet 

qualitative uplift

15%
Yes, we would 

pay for that

Are you familiar with sustainbility 
- linked bonds and interested in 
investing in them?

14%
Not familiar

28%
Yes, but have not 

yet invested in them

2%
Not able to 

invest in them

15%
Have heard of them but 

need to learn more 

41%
Yes, have 

invested in 
them

2022

20%
Not familiar

23%
Yes, but have not 

yet invested in them

10%
Not able to 

invest in them

16%
Have heard of them but 

need to learn more 

31%
Yes, have 

invested in them

2021

2022

2021

12%
No

88%
Yes

2020

77%
Yes

23%
No

25%
No

75%
Yes
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Key barriers to GSS Issuance

Set - up cost

No identifiable eligible 
expenditure / 
available targets 

Time
consuming

Don’t believe our sustainability 
strategy to be fully developed 
enough

Price

It is ‘green-washing’ Regulatory 
requirements

Required information about sustainable finance/
debt markets and GSS instruments

Is your firm committed to the Paris 
Agreement?

Has your firm committed to a net-zero 
emissions target?

13%
Impact of regulation, 
jurisdictional specific 

developments

15%
Reporting /
Disclosure

18%
Other

8%
Market size

17%
Investor 
appetite 

2022

2021

2%
Costs of 
issuing 

6%
Applicable 
asset types 

6%
Process of 

issuing 

15%
Market 

developments

17%
Impact of regulation, 
jurisdictional specific 

developments

13%
Reporting /
Disclosure

7%
Other

3%
Market size

15%
Investor 
appetite 

3%
Applicable asset 

types 

3%
Process  

of issuing 

18%
Market 

developments

What best describes your ESG strategy at 
present?

1

We use third party ESG ratings 
to inform our investment 

strategy

2

Already seek investment 
opportunities and include 

companies that fit with our 
ESG policy

3

We have developed 
our own ESG scoring  system

Currently developing 
an ESG investment policy/

strategy 

4

Exclusions policy  only We do not have 
a clearly stated ESG strategy

5 6

18%

43%

39%

Yes, but not sure how this  
is being measured/achieved 

No

Yes, and clear 
on how this is 
being achieved 

22%

39%

16%

23%

Yes, but not sure how this  
is being measured/achieved

No, but this is expected 
to change within this year

Yes, and clear on how 
this is being achieved 

No, and no change 
expected at this stage 

1
2 3
4 5
6 7
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more investors than in the 2021 poll 
are developing an ESG investment 
policy and now use third-party ESG 
ratings to inform their strategy. 
Notably, there is now a greater role 
played by ratings agencies and 
Sustainalytics.

On the flipside, the proportion of 
investors with their own in-house 
ESG research and analysis capability 
or function is the same as the 51% 
last year. And the numbers which 
have developed their own ESG 
scoring system are lower compared 
with 2021.

However, the focus on GSS 
issuance is evident by the growth in 
fund and mandate-specific trends. In 
fixed income, 36% of investors said 
they have a dedicated ESG or 
sustainability fund or mandate – a 
notable increase on the 29% in 2021. 
A further 20% of investors are 
considering such a mandate in the 
next 12-24 months. 

Such investment experience can 
also be seen by the fact that 28% of the 
funds are managed internally. 

It is unclear whether this has much 
scope to grow, added Chow, given the 
trend for many investors to integrate 
ESG into general funds.

Meanwhile, the clearest example of 

a more sophisticated investor base 
across Asia Pacific is the increasing 
importance year-on-year of 
independent reviews and assurances 
when buying GSS instruments.

Broadly, two-thirds of investors 
said they now always require or prefer 
this, up from 28% in 2021. Further, 
more investors than ever before have 
stricter expectations in relation to 
reviews, opinions, certifications and 
reporting regarding  green loans or 
bonds. And for a higher number than 
in previous polls, they won’t invest 
without these elements.

Such requirements also explain 
the stronger appetite for sustainable 
finance in markets like New Zealand 
amid a regulatory agenda. “The need 
for reporting makes it a more 
obvious pathway to take, enabling 
borrowers to consider more options,” 
said Spicer.

More generally across the region, 
while this trend isn’t a new one, it 
reinforces the fact that sustainable 
debt products are moving into the 
mainstream, explained Dann. 
“Investors are looking for ways to 
substantiate their investment 
decision as well as gain further 
comfort around the target 
outcomes.” 
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Future issuance plans – if you have not 
yet issued a GSS instrument, are you 
considering it?

2022

2021

34%
Yes, probably within 

12-24 months
11%

Yes, within a year 

10%
Yes, but not for 

2+ years 

11%
No

34%
Already have 

17%
Yes, probably within 

12-24 months

26%
Yes, within a year 

17%
Yes, but not for 

2+ years 

5%
No

36%
Already have 

11.5%
6.6%

14.8%
14.8%

Reviews
Opinions

Certifications
Reporting

Not importantVery important Somewhat
important

Won’t invest
without it

37.7%
34.4%
34.4%
47.5%

39.3%
49.2%
37.7%
27.9%

11.5%
9.8%

13.1%
9.8%

7.1%
7.3%

16.1%
21.4%

Reviews
Opinions

Certifications
Reporting

Not importantVery important Somewhat
important

Won’t invest
without it

42.9%
30.9%
33.9%
46.4%

41.1%
45.5%
37.5%
23.2%

8.9%
16.4%
12.5%
8.9%

16.3%
11.6%
27.9%
27.9%

Reviews
Opinions

Certifications
Reporting

Not importantVery important Somewhat
important

Won’t invest
without it

44.2%
37.2%
39.5%
51.2%

34.9%
41.9%
30.2%
18.6%

4.7%
9.3%
2.3%
2.3%

2021

2020

2022

Importance of independent reviews / assurances with  
GSS instruments  


