
P O L L

Investors and borrowers are getting a lot savvier across a wider range of 
sustainable finance instruments. This is paving the way for more innovative 
issuance to achieve goals in newer areas like biodiversity, energy transition 

and gender equality, finds the 6th annual ANZ/FinanceAsia poll.

BY ANDREW CROOKE

SUSTAINABLE FINANCE POLL 2023

Asian debt markets 
sharpen ESG focus
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It’s looking increasingly like the time for sustainable finance to 
shine. After a fall in the year-on-year volume of green, social 
and sustainability (GSS) instruments globally during 2022, a 

rebound is forecast this year – to around US$1 trillion in issuance, 
forecasts S&P Global. 

Asia Pacific (APAC) is well-placed to capitalise on this upswing. 
S&P Global’s projections, for example, are that GSS issuance 
volume in the region will jump by as much as 20%, to reach 
US$240 billion, roughly a quarter of the global landscape. 

The longer-term story looks promising, too, especially amid 
ambitious climate goals. Even in South-east Asia alone, about 
US$180 billion needs to be invested in clean energy projects 
every year until 2030 to keep the transition journey on track, 
based on the International Energy Agency’s Sustainable 
Development Scenario. Putting this in context, from 2016 to 2020, 
investment in clean energy was $30 billion per year, on average.

Adapting to climate change is certainly a key driver. But 
according to more than 100 investors and borrowers in APAC 
who took part in the 6th annual poll by ANZ and FinanceAsia in 
April and May 2023, multiple dynamics indicate an ever-bigger 
role for GSS instruments.

Among the key factors is a mix of policy and regulatory 
initiatives to foster greater transparency. This should, in turn, 
boost investor demand and issuer appetite. At the same time, as 
this segment of the region’s capital market continues to mature, 
active GSS bond investors and issuers can expect greater 
potential for newer formats of issuance to help bridge social and 
environmental priorities such as biodiversity and gender 
equality.
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10 TOP TAKEAWAYS FROM THE SURVEY

  92% of all respondents have integrated 
GSS factors within their strategy, with 
77% confirming that the market 
volatility over the past 12-18 months 
either hasn’t changed or has increased 
their focus on GSS.

  Nearly half (49%) of investors now have 
their own in-house ESG research and 
analysis capability, a notable increase 
from the 42% poll finding 12 months 
ago.

  70% of investors have some type of 
experience with sustainable finance, 
with bonds much more popular than 
loans.

  While just under one-third of investors 
have exposure to transition finance 
instruments, another 45% are 
interested in investing in them, either 
in the next year or over the medium to 
long term.

  Although 92% of investors haven’t yet 
invested in Orange (gender equality) 
bonds, half of them say they would do 
so if they were more widely available.

  88% of investors and 90% of borrowers 
believe further regulation of 
sustainability and sustainable finance 
would have a positive impact on the 
market overall.

  49% of investors and 41% of issuers say 
a ‘greenium’ of at least 4 bps is typically 
priced-in to new GSS bond issues.

 Alignment with sustainability   
objectives, better access to capital and  
investor diversification are the top   

 three drivers for issuers of GSS   
 instruments.

  Time, availability of targets and set-up  
 cost are the biggest hurdles to issuing  
 GSS instruments.

  Only 19% of borrowers have never   
 issued a GSS instrument – compared  
 with 64% in last year’s poll.

INVESTORS & ISSUERS
How has the market volatility over the past 12-18 months impacted 
your focus on sustainable finance and GSS instruments going 
forward?
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GSS GAINING GROUND

Across various respondents from 13 countries in APAC, the 
survey showed compelling levels of overall GSS engagement. 
Over 90% now consider GSS issues within their organisations 
and integrate them into their strategy, representing steady 
growth from earlier years of this poll.

Even the market volatility of the past 12 to 18 months hasn’t 
dulled GSS interest among investors and issuers – there was no 
change for 55% of survey respondents, with nearly a quarter 
(22%) saying it has led to them having a greater focus on labelled 
instruments going forward. 

This is notable against the backdrop of the disruption that 
global macro events and central bank activity has created for 
debt markets generally over the past year, and which has made 
deal execution more challenging at times, said Dean Spicer, head 
of sustainable finance for ANZ in New Zealand.

In particular, he pointed to the poll finding that many 
participants (77%) have seen either no change or a greater focus 
on GSS markets during this period. “This may well reflect that 
GSS issuance tends to attract greater investor support which may 
reduce execution risk in periods of market uncertainty,” he 
explained.

BECOMING MORE EXPERIENCED

Investors are certainly honing their processes and capabilities 
in relation to environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
considerations.

Based on poll respondents, the majority (88%) integrate ESG 
factors into their investment strategy, showing an upward trend 
year-on-year compared with previous surveys. Emphasising this 
growing commitment, almost half of all investors (49%) in the 
survey said they now have their own in-house ESG research and 
analysis capability – higher than in 2022 (42%).
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Supporting this, 52% have either developed their own ESG 
assessment system and have applied ESG policy across the 
portfolio, or are in the process of creating an ESG strategy and 
investment policy. Only a relatively small proportion (11%) are 
yet to formulate a clearly stated ESG strategy.

The more defined approach to ESG tallies with the various 
commitments investment institutions have made to objectives 
such as the Paris Agreement and net-zero emissions targets – 
plus, more recently, a nature positive target.

Yet although somewhere between 38% and 52% of respondents 
are aware of these pledges being made at an organisational level, 
a common theme in the survey was a lack of clarity among 
respondents over how commitments are being measured and 
achieved.

However, as they gain more GSS experience and set more 
stringent targets internally, investors are paying much closer 
attention to issuers. 
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For instance, just bringing a GSS instrument to market is much 
less likely than in last year’s poll to favourably change an 
investor’s view on that issuer (14% in 2023 versus 28% in 2022). 
Instead, investors want to ensure there is also a comprehensive 
sustainability strategy in place (60% in 2023 versus 49% in 2022).

In terms of investor preferences with GSS instruments, out of 
the 70% with direct experience, bonds are much more popular 
than loans. In particular, and following a trend from the 2022 
survey, Use of proceeds (GSS) bonds are more sought-after, at 
42%, than sustainability-linked bonds (SLBs), at 36%

By investment theme, the clean energy transition dominates, 
especially targets in the renewable energy, energy efficiency and 
green buildings sectors.

For borrowers, meanwhile, GSS issuance is also now a much 
more prominent part of their funding strategy and decision 
making.
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For example, combined with the high proportion of investors 
who have already integrated ESG considerations into investment 
strategies, 81% of issuers in the poll said they have now raised 
GSS-linked funding. Further, of the remainder with no GSS track 
record, the majority (79%) said they are keen to be active going 
forward. By contrast, in the 2022 survey, 64% of issuers had never 
issued a GSS instrument.

This is an important step in the right direction for sustainable 
finance in APAC. “It’s pleasing to see a virtuous cycle develop in 
which regional issuers have risen to the challenge of increasing 
investor focus and scrutiny on ESG strategy and goals,” said Sarah 
Ng, director, debt capital markets at ANZ, based in Singapore. 

The main appeal of GSS issuance for respondents in relation to 
borrowing has been alignment to the organisation’s sustainability 
objectives. Improved access to capital and investor 
diversification are other strong drivers.

For those with GSS issuance experience, nearly half (46%) have 
issued more than once but less than five times, with 37% issuing 
more than five times. And they prefer use of proceeds bonds 
(20%), followed by sustainability-linked loans (16%) and SLBs 
(15%). 

Yet there are still hurdles to overcome. The key factor holding 
back most issuers, they said in the survey, was the time-
consuming nature of a GSS transaction, as well as the lack of an 
identifiable eligible expenditure and the set-up cost.Yes
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LAYING FOUNDATIONS FOR GROWTH AND INNOVATION

For investors as well as issuers, growing comfort and familiarity 
with the evolving sustainable finance landscape has also 
mirrored the continued development of local disclosure 
regulations and taxonomies. And the aim of instilling more 
discipline and credibility in the market seems to be working, at 
least based on the survey findings this year. 

For example, a much higher proportion of investors 
understand the requirements and implications of the EU 
Taxonomy and EU Green Bond Standard than in previous polls 
(41% in 2023 versus 25% in 2022). For borrowers, 41% understand 
the main taxonomies and their implications, including in the EU 
and those emerging in APAC taxonomies.

There are also strong expectations of further, region-specific 
sustainable taxonomies, regulations or market standards to be 
developed – within the next one to five years, according to 81% of 
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Given time is the most common barrier to GSS issuance, David 
Simmons, executive director, sustainable finance at ANZ, said 
this demonstrates the challenge in allocating resources across 
stretched treasury teams.

In response, greater access to relevant information on sustainable 
finance and GSS instruments would inevitably provide some support 
to these organisations.

Although most issuers said they either have access to sufficient 
information (44%) or access to some information (39%) – higher 
than the 74% combined total for these responses in the 2022 
survey – top of the wish-list among issuers in terms of required 
information was market developments and reporting/disclosure 
updates.
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INVESTORS & ISSUERS
Potential impact of further regulation of sustainability and sustainable 
finance?
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investors and 86% of borrowers. And, around 90% of all respondents 
see the potential impact as positive for sustainability and sustainable 
finance.

Among the knock-on effects is the possibility of unlocking further 
issuance opportunities. “As the market matures, we welcome further 
development of the ecosystem with investors receptive to new, more 
focused formats shining a lens on critical issues such as gender 
equality, carbon transition and biodiversity,” added ANZ’s Ng.

Transition finance is a case in point, since it can benefit from more 
granular guidance. For example, the second version of the ASEAN 
Taxonomy for Sustainable Finance includes a framework for phasing 
out coal. According to Sustainable Fitch, this shows how emerging 
markets can move towards their climate goals by adapting global 
sustainability standards to fit the local context. 

Investors are likely to embrace such changes, based on the survey 
findings. So far, 30% have invested in transition finance instruments, 
with another 45% interested in following suit, either in the next 12 
months (13%) or over the medium to long term (32%).

Issuers are also likely to capitalise on the potential for transition 
labelled instruments. While only 17% in this year’s poll have so far 
issued these, a quarter of the remaining issuer respondents said they 
are interested in issuing transition labelled instruments, either in the 
next 12 months (half) or over the medium to long term (half).

Orange, or gender equality, bonds are also attracting increasing 
attention. For example, in addition to the 8% of investors in the poll 
who have so far bought them, another 48% said they would if these 
instruments were more widely available. 

They might need to wait a while. Only 12% of issuers said they 
would consider issuing these bonds, with 70% unfamiliar with this 
label.

More immediate scope for newer issuance might come from 
helping to spearhead nature positive outcomes. For example, on 
considering the extent of the Taskforce for Nature Related Financial 
Disclosures (TFND), 34% of issuers said they are aware they will need 
to assess the business impacts and dependencies on nature, and 
report on these in future.

The fact there is this level of awareness even before the TNFD is 
due to publish its disclosure framework in September 2023 is a 
promising sign, believes Nancy Wang, director, sustainable finance at 
ANZ. “Indeed, 38% of [investors] have already committed to a nature 
positive target, while two-thirds of the remaining respondents 
recognise this as an emerging risk and opportunity.”

Ultimately, all types of GSS issuance would also benefit from 
another likely outcome of the increasing market and regulatory 
scrutiny of sustainable finance: tougher measures to address 
greenwashing issues.

“Concerns of perceived “green washing” remain high on the list of 
identified barriers to GSS issuance [in the survey findings], indicating 
“green hushing” remains an issue,” added Simmons.

“AROUND 90% OF ALL 
RESPONDENTS SEE THE 
POTENTIAL IMPACT [OF 
FURTHER, REGION-SPECIFIC 
SUSTAINABLE TAXONOMIES, 
REGULATIONS OR MARKET 
STANDARDS] AS POSITIVE 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY AND 
SUSTAINABLE FINANCE.”


