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UAE AND THE ENERGY TRANSITION. TOWARDS COP28

As the world looks to accelerate the energy transition, capital deployment to sustainable initiatives will play a pivotal 
role in mobilising green efforts and building a more inclusive and resilient future for everyone. 

In November 2021, the COP26 climate conference in Glasgow saw 450 banks, insurers, and asset managers from 
45 countries pledging to unlock the finance required to decarbonize economies, a critical convergence that recognizes 
the complexity of solving the global climate crisis. 

Financial services and markets have an important role to play in the transition to a more sustainable future. The pressure 
is also increasing on businesses to be more purposeful and responsible. 

Financial centres such as ADGM play a key role to create an environment in which market participants can manage the 
risks from moving to a more sustainable economy and capturing opportunities to benefit consumers. 

The recent growth in green financial products has been remarkable, and capital markets have seen double-digit growth 
in the volume of green products. Financial centres are also increasingly promoting all segments of sustainable finance 
and striving to ensure that environmental and social considerations are adequately taken into account, as well as 
integrated in the financial sector moving forward. The ADGM’s Sustainable Finance Platform is a good example of 
this, designed to accelerate the objectives of ADGM in promoting sustainable finance in the Middle East. The Platform 
presents key sustainable finance data and trends of GCC-listed companies and the signatories of the Abu Dhabi 
Sustainable Finance Declaration.

In parallel, ADGM has been leading the development of a broader financial ecosystem by growing partnerships 
between the public and private sectors.

In January 2022, ADGM hosted the fourth edition of the Abu Dhabi Sustainable Finance Forum (ADSFF) as part of Abu 
Dhabi Sustainability Week (ADSW), providing a timely platform to discuss challenges and opportunities arising from the 
financial sector’s critical role in realizing the UAE’s Net-Zero by 2050 Strategic Initiative.

ADSFF saw 18 new signatories to the Abu Dhabi Sustainable Finance Declaration, a voluntary membership-based 
initiative launched by ADGM in 2019 under the auspices of the Ministry of Climate Change and Environment, the 
Central Bank, and the Securities and Commodities Authority. The growing list of members signals some real forward 
momentum in the integration of green and sustainable investments in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, the UAE, and the wider 
region.

In line with the UAE’S Net Zero 2050 initiative, ADGM partners with innovative climate-focused institutions to offset 
carbon emissions for both ADGM and the fourth edition of ADSFF. As a major business hub and ecosystem in the 
region, ADGM tirelessly works on promoting sustainability practices. 

FOREWORD FROM THE ABU DHABI GLOBAL MARKET
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UAE AND THE ENERGY TRANSITION. TOWARDS COP28

It was clear from COP26 that we have reached a critical juncture when it comes to acting on climate change. Despite 
the economic shock linked to the COVID-19 pandemic, we have witnessed investors and corporations accelerating 
their sustainability agendas and sustainable investments. Undeniably, delivering on sustainability is today a must for 
companies, as a license to do business in the 21st century delivering on one—if not all three constituents of ESG.  

Climate risk is now recognised as a financial risk and governments, as well as companies, integrate ESG in their 
overall policies and strategies. Globally, we find that most companies are now adjusting their business models to secure 
stakeholders’ trust, beyond shareholders, to safeguard long-term profitability and to protect the resilience of their supply 
chain. Some pioneering companies even view sustainability as a new source of income, as they transition their very 
business models. 

As a responsible bank, BNP Paribas has long paid particular attention to ensuring that our activities have a positive 
impact on the world around us. Sustainability is core to BNP Paribas and is at the heart of our mission statement: we 
want to contribute to equitable sustainable growth and are engaged with our clients to create a better future. 

BNP Paribas Engagement Manifesto now translates in the further adaptation of the ways we allocate our human and 
financial resources to support clients. These include the ones pertaining to carbon intensive industries because these are 
where a fast de-carbonization is most impactful to the overall net-zero goal. 

BNP Paribas’ Global Sustainability Partner Craig Leeson came from COP26 to Abu Dhabi to participate at the ADGM 
roundtable with key stakeholders; a catalyst for a candid debate on the energy transition and practical enabling 
actions to achieve it. Craig is also an award winning journalist, filmmaker and passionate activist. The conversation 
was a review of COP26’s contested outcomes, looking forward to the UAE’s own commitment, COP28 and the key 
challenges and opportunities lying ahead. 

This report is a summary of the discussion with a view to start preparing for COP28 in 2023 and account on the 
implementation of net-zero by 2050. In its release, we hope to be contributing to the effective achievements of shared 
ambitions. 

FOREWORD FROM BNP PARIBAS
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UAE AND THE ENERGY TRANSITION. TOWARDS COP28

This paper summarizes the participants’ discussion at the roundtable hosted by Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM) and 
BNP Paribas in November 2021. The event was conducted under Chatham House Rule, and the participants included 
regulators, government entities, and private sector participants.

Key themes:

• The outcome of the COP26 summit in Glasgow was overall positive, due to the global visibility of the gathering. 
But the agreements made were fragile. Some stakeholders were disappointed by the exclusion of the private 
sector in negotiations, to ensure national commitments turn into real action on the ground. There was also the 
acknowledgement that there remain significant gaps related to emissions, financing and information on data, 
regulation and enforcement.

• When it comes to financing the transition, the Middle East has a significant advantage in the power of its sovereign 
wealth funds (SWFs). More broadly, financial institutions are now more focused on sustainability and climate 
change but the important observation is that they cannot go faster than their clients. This means collaboration is key 
to transition, productive activities and profitability.  

• Regulation and transparency are pivotal in the transition. Leadership and implementation must be credible, clear 
and transparent. They must tie with global initiatives to ensure data, oversight and levers are harmonised. Strong 
corporate governance and collaboration will be critical to create visible and tangible impact, as the risk of 
greenwashing increases.

• Transparency and communications are required to ensure a fully immersive and inclusive transition. The Middle East 
is home to some industries and large employers that may find it challenging to participate in the greener, circular 
economy. Clearly communicating the challenges, implications and likely remedies will be important to enable the 
vital inclusion of everyone in the transition.

• Notably, COP28 takes place in the UAE in 2023. It will be a global review hosted in a first ever Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) country, assessing whether national efforts will be sufficient to ultimately achieve 2050 emissions 
targets. These are indispensable to limit global temperature increases. The UAE has an opportunity to demonstrate 
that greater collaboration with the private sector and private finance can deliver positive results, and must be 
included in decision-making as part of COP28’s inner circle of key decision-makers.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

REGULATION, COLLABORATION AND 
COMMUNICATION ARE VITAL TO TURN 
NATIONAL TRANSITION PLANS INTO A 
VIABLE REALITY IN THE UAE.
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UAE AND THE ENERGY TRANSITION. TOWARDS COP28

COP26 demonstrated the now urgent need to transition global economies to limit climate change. Many developed 
nations (131 to date) have set targets to decarbonise their economies and their progress will be closely monitored. There 
were disappointments too, particularly the downgrading of language around the use of thermal coal and the amount of 
promised funding for developing nations already experiencing rising sea levels and more exposed to extreme climatic 
events.

The reaction in the Middle East region was mixed. The need to transition to more diversified, more sustainable models 
is recognised, but national plans require more details if countries are to effectively act on their net-zero commitments. 
Questions remain about what incentives will be provided to industries, corporates and consumers to change current 
practices and lifestyles. A collective approach is needed. The most critical question of all is where the financing will come 
from. Financing the transition and transparently report on impacts are critical to this most complex of human endeavours.

The United Arab Emirates is set to host COP28. By 2023, progress must be shown on delivering national targets, 
the viability and possible introduction of a carbon tax or emissions permits, and global efforts to harmonise data and 
disclosures. Plans and implementation will demonstrate whether the 1.5ºc Paris Agreement cap on global temperature 
rises can be met. COP28 must also demonstrate that public-private collaboration works and is integral to the transition.

INTRODUCTION

1 UAE announces ambitious climate commitments as part of second Nationally Determined Contribution, 
Emirates News Agency, 30 December 2020
https://wam.ae/en/details/1395302898670
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UAE AND THE ENERGY TRANSITION. TOWARDS COP28

COP26 produced mixed results. Many countries agreed to adopt net-zero commitments ahead of the COP26 summit, 
although last minute diplomatic moves led to ‘rephrasing of commitments’ weakening the key aim of resigning coal 
power to history. 

From a regional perspective, the outcome of COP26 was positive, but much more detail and action are necessary 
for the region and its businesses to transition successfully. Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs or non-binding 
national climate action plans), carbon tax and emissions permit commitments will likely have the biggest impacts as the 
‘what needs to be done’ is decided by respective governments.
 
Although current global net-zero commitments made in Glasgow are insufficient to meet the 1.5ºc target, they provide 
the direction for nations that have not committed already, or not set strategies and timelines yet.

What was less clear, commitments or not, was the ‘how’: the actual projects and initiatives that will deliver on national 
targets. True to a global trend, there remain significant gaps in emissions disclosure, financing, taxonomy, regulation 
and ESG reporting overall. This leaves local stakeholders vulnerable to accusations of greenwashing, where promises 
made are not met by reality and actions. 

Even when local businesses have even set their own targets, the route to achieving them remains unclear for the industry 
as a whole. National authorities must urgently deliver on detailed and inclusive plans. That includes the UAE in spite of 
the release of its second set of NDCs in December 2020.

For the UAE specifically, and the region more generally, the onus is on governments, regulators and the central bank to 
set clear, credible and timely plans. Communication and collaboration are decisive to ensure all stakeholders are able 
to play their roles and be part of the journey from the outset, namely now.

WHAT COP26 ACHIEVED FOR THE MIDDLE EAST
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FOUR KEY TAKEAWAYS:

REGULATION: CREDIBILITY, COLLABORATION AND INTEGRITY 

As regional governments set out their regulatory and oversight frameworks, they must ensure that dialogue and 
transparency are maintained. 

Greenwashing is a danger, especially in the early stages of the transition, and with some of the heavier polluting 
industries. International bodies are working to set standards for reporting, harmonised data and terminology (taxonomy). 
Local regulators must be mindful of these, aligning for the best aggregate effect, but also adapting for their own specific 
circumstances.

Clarity is key. Rules and guidelines from governments, central banks and regulatory bodies must be clear and 
achievable. This will reduce the risk of greenwashing and will ensure that sustainable finance supports the energy 
transition as sustainable financing moves further into the mainstream. Measuring claims and results will be critical, with 
robust procedures for checking both and suitable penalties for digressions.

It was noted that from previous global experience, that those who move first can have a key role in setting the global 
standards and approaches for effective regulation – described as first mover advantage. 

COMMUNICATION: UNDERSTANDING, AWARENESS AND COLLABORATION

Of consequential importance is communication, stakeholder engagement and collaboration. The younger generation is 
well-aware of the need to move to a sustainable economy as they are the ones that will live with the consequences of 
inaction, but the transition will not happen overnight. 

There is a need to ensure that there are stories, and credible storytellers to articulate the transition clearly, which will be 
key for implementation. This communication is important across all genres: films, podcasts, social media, news stories, 
success stories and written expert accounts. Intense engagement will ensure that all stakeholders are informed, aware 
and inspired to take immediate action. They will also be able to see the results, challenges and opportunities. 

One of the key difficulties is “translation.” Common language and common terminology is required to making the 
transition more accessible and understandable by all.

Scientists will need to speak convincingly to politicians, people, businesses; politicians to the people, and businesses to 
their clients, suppliers, shareholders and financiers. Key players will have to communicate outside of their industry silos 
and may feel uncomfortable at first. 

Levels of awareness are uneven, both in the region, and globally. There are pockets of deeper understanding at a 
country, industry and society level. But overall, awareness at a personal level is low. When the environment is seen as 
a personal issue, with real and direct consequences, then people pressure may force governments to reconsider their 
stances and actions.

The power of persuasion may also lie in real-life examples of projects, such as renewable energy and decarbonised 
mobility, that have obvious and demonstrable benefits. If projects can be shown to work, even at a small level, for 
financiers, corporates and individuals, their success can be used to galvanise further the scaling-up of new technologies 
put at work..
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A JUST TRANSITION

The transition must leave no one behind if it is to succeed. People must be informed and actively support efforts to 
combat climate change. Governments will have to clearly articulate the actions required, timelines to be met and the 
risks at stake if objectives are not met. No one should be left behind in the transition to net-zero economies—including 
those working in sectors, cities and regions reliant on carbon-intensive industries and production. 

A just energy transition is urgent, indispensable and possible. There is clear evidence that there will be more gains than 
losses for the economy and people.

It is important to support workers, communities, regions, and industries that are particularly vulnerable. This can be done 
by promoting social dialogue and engagement between governments, employers, employees, regulators, and other 
groups affected by the transition. This can also include the emergence of attractive new jobs. Education, reskilling, 
training and social protection for those in need are necessary if we are to succeed. 

By COP28 in 2023, gaps in current plans and NDCs will need explanations and remedial actions. That may mean 
difficult changes to daily life as the physical effects of climate change and rising temperatures take hold.

National plans that link the recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic and sustainability are largely positive. Offsetting and 
plans to halt greenhouse gas leakage through emissions permits are being developed, but may need to move faster. 
Environment-friendly consumer taxes are likely to follow, designed to encourage changes to personal life style and the 
emergence of products and services designed with sustainability as an essential value proposal feature. 

FINANCING & INCLUSIVITY

Finance and sustainability go hand-in-hand. If climate change projects do not meet the requirement of private finance, 
then sustainable finance will be hard to scale up, unless subsidies, guarantees or other incentives are offered by 
governments and supernational entities, like multilateral development banks.

The question of where financing the transition comes from is critical. There should be a toolkit available, including 
government incentives, support from regional SWFs and ESG dedicated financial institutions. There are also key 
questions pertaining to each economic activity. Foster change in the behaviour of consumers and users is also important 
because both the supply and the demand matter in the transition at stake. 

Whilst the financial market, lending and investment are switch mechanisms; regulators and the financial sector must 
ensure that they match the pace of participants in the economy. They must collaborate with companies in developing a 
mutually acceptable path to sustainability, accompanying companies and individuals on their transition journey. 
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CONCLUSION

Looking ahead, COP28 in the UAE will be an important stock-take on how the world and individual nations are 
progressing towards their 2030 and 2050 NDC goals. By then, it should be clear whether economies are doing 
enough to limit global warming and its impacts. As global data and measurement is harmonised, there will be nowhere 
for the latecomers and laggards to hide.

The Glasgow summit attracted criticism from some participants for not involving the private sector enough in its 
discussions. Instead it only validated the ‘direction from above’ rather than close collaboration and discussion with the 
stakeholders shaping domestic economies, including the civil society, corporation and financial institutions. 

In less than two years, COP28 should aim to change that approach, showing how public-private collaboration is 
pivotal to successful climate action. To do so credibly in the UAE, dialogue between national leaders and companies 
needs to be intensified and acted upon in the interim to present a unified and effective approach. In this context 
ADGM’s numerous initiatives play a critical role in facilitating this on-going dialogue between official and private 
sectors. Supply chains, net-zero driven capital expenditures and the emergence of a circular economy are good 
practical ideas to start the implementation.
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PARTICIPANTS:

ADGM

• Emmanuel Givanakis - CEO, Financial Services Regulatory Authority

• Philippe Richard - Executive Director, International Affairs 

• Mercedes Vela Monserrate - Head of Sustainable Finance

• Nick Lopez Green - Manager, Policy

• Monique Elgin - Senior Legal Council (Financial)

BNP PARIBAS

• Francois Regnier - Head of Territory, UAE

• Omar Lazrak - Senior Executive Officer, ADGM

• Craig Leeson - Global Sustainablity Partner, Filmmaker, Director

• Jerome Ponrouch - Head of Sustainablity & Company Engagement, MEA

ATTENDEES:

• Emirates Global Aluminium 
Ivano Iannelli - Senior Sustainability Consultant 

• Etihad Airways
Marco Simi 

• Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Centre (FCSC)
Nour El Chedrawi - Competitiveness Culture Department

• Ministry of Climate Change and Environment (MOCCAE)
Aisha Al Souqi - Acting, Head of Green Development Section

• Securities and Commodities Authority (SCA)
Soha Ragab, CFA, LLM - Financial Market Expert
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