Scaling Up Finance for Ecosystem Restoration: Key Takeaways from the Ecological Civilization Dialogue
Series

Governments worldwide are spending billions to restore degraded ecosystems. China alone has
channeled over USD 160 billion into ecological restoration since 2008. Yet a fundamental
challenge persists: public money, however substantial, will never be enough.

On March 26, the China—WBG Global Center for Ecological Systems and Transitions (CWGC) convened
the first session of the Ecological Civilization Dialogue Series in Beijing, bringing together Chinese and
international experts to address a pressing question — how can public funding be deployed more
strategically, and how can countries mobilize private capital to follow?

Nature is chronically underfunded globally. Brazil faces a forest restoration funding gap of between USD
44 and 220 billion. Meanwhile, private investment in restoration remains modest: private capital in
China accounted for only around 20% of restoration financing in 2024. Valerie Hickey, Director for
Environment at the World Bank Group, in her opening remarks, stressed the need for more strategic
use of existing resources. The structural barriers are clear: long investment cycles, uncertain returns,
high perceived risk, and absent collateral mechanisms. Overcoming them requires risk-

mitigation instruments, results-based financial tools, and new revenue streams — including carbon
markets.

China's Experience: Impressive Scale, Important Gaps

China's restoration record is remarkable. Core spending between 2011 and 2020 — equivalent to 0.34%
of GDP — exceeded the averages of both developing and developed countries. Prof. Li Binbin of Duke
Kunshan University noted that China's approach has evolved from large-scale engineering interventions
toward landscape-level planning that prioritizes native species and long-term resilience — a trajectory
she described as clearly positive.

Yet gaps remain. Dong Zhanfeng of the Chinese Academy of Environmental Planning elaborated a
compensation system still heavily dependent on the state, with underdeveloped market-based
mechanisms.

Two Innovations Worth Watching

Liu Xinwei of the Ministry of Natural Resources offered two concrete examples of private participation
in practice.

The Qiandao Lake Water Fund combined charitable and commercial trust structures to finance water
source protection while investing in eco-friendly agriculture. A blockchain-verified local agricultural
brand raised farmer incomes by 30-40%, demonstrating that conservation and development can
reinforce each other.

The "Two Mountains Bank" pilot consolidated fragmented farmland, forestland, and wetland into
tradable asset packages, securing USD 8.2 million in mortgage financing for local operators — showing
that ecological assets can be made investable with the right institutional design.
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Lessons from Brazil

Brazil's experience offers a complementary perspective. André Guimaraes of the Amazon
Environmental Research Institute (IPAM) noted that forests near agricultural land improve crop yields,
and that forest cover is critical to water regulation and hydropower. The economic returns from
restoration are real — but must be made legible to investors who think in financial, not ecological,
terms.

A model worth sharing

The session closed with a panel moderated by Dr. Zhu Chunquan, Director of the Nature-Positive
Research Center. Experts agreed on a clear direction: public finance must serve as a catalyst, not a
substitute.

China's integrated eco-compensation system — combining public funding with market-based
mechanisms — offers a feasible model for others. In ecologically critical areas, public investment leads.
Elsewhere, targeted government support including green financial instruments, clear property rights,
and risk-sharing mechanisms creates an enabling environment for private participation.
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