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Eighth annual Multi-stakeholder Forum on Science, Technology and Innovation
for the Sustainable Development Goals

Session 5: Global research cooperation and funding - sharing knowledge
through new partnerships
(11:45-13:00 EDT, 4 May 2023; in-person, Trusteeship Council Chamber)

Background
Global Research Cooperation and Funding

Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 requires extensive research and
development (R&D) efforts to address complex global challenges, such as poverty, inequality, climate
change, and pandemics. Although global R&D spending has been increasing, reaching approximately
USS$2.5 trillion from all sources in 2022, investment remains concentrated in developed countries, with
limited resources allocated to the Global South. According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), high-income countries account for 77% of global R&D expenditure,
while low-income countries represent only 0.3%.

Furthermore, research collaboration and knowledge sharing are crucial for fostering innovation,
leveraging expertise and maximizing the impact of R&D investments. International scientific co-authorship
has grown steadily, with more than 20% of research articles published in 2019 involving authors from
different countries. However, disparities persist, with researchers from developed countries being more
likely to engage in international collaborations than their counterparts in developing countries.

Research funding for the SDGs

There is no fully reliable, comprehensive global dataset tracking R&D commitments specifically for the
SDGs, but sources like UNESCO and WIPO offer important insights into overall R&D investments and
priorities for both developed and developing countries. In general, SDGs related to health, climate change,
and energy tend to receive more R&D investments. For example, investments in health research (SDG 3)
are substantial, driven by both public and private sectors. The Global Health R&D Observatory reported
that global health R&D funding reached $40.8 billion in 2019, with the United States being the largest
donor, contributing 42% of total funding. As of 2022, there were 59 times more health researchers in high-
income countries than in low-income countries, and a mere 0.2% of research grants were awarded to low-
income countries by major international funders of health research. In fact, only less than 0.5% of health
products were for WHO neglected tropical diseases. Climate change (SDG 13) and clean energy (SDG 7)
have also attracted significant R&D investments. The International Energy Agency (IEA) reported that
public energy R&D investments in IEA member countries reached US$24 billion in 2021, with low-carbon
energy technologies accounting for the vast majority of the total.



There may be differences in the priorities of research funders in developed and developing countries.
Developed countries, which account for the majority of global R&D investments, tend to prioritize areas
such as health, information and communication technologies, and clean energy. Developing countries
may prioritize areas more closely related to their specific development needs, such as agriculture, water,
and sanitation.

The biggest R&D donors vary depending on the sector and the SDGs being considered. However, some of
the largest R&D investors globally include the United States, China, Japan, and the European Union. They
countries contribute a significant portion of global R&D funding across various sectors, including those
related to the SDGs.

It is essential to note that these numbers are not exclusive to the SDGs and provide a broader perspective
on R&D investments. Tracking R&D commitments and investments specifically for the SDGs remains a
complex task, as research and innovation often span across multiple goals and targets.

Public and Private R&D Funding

Both public and private sectors play a vital role in financing R&D for the SDGs. Public R&D funding, typically
provided by governments and international organizations, is essential for supporting basic research,
capacity building, and projects with high social and environmental impact but lower financial returns. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) estimates that public R&D expenditure
in its member countries reached 0.65% of GDP in 2019. Current governmental R&D funding amounts to
about US$200-300 billion per year.

Private R&D funding, predominantly driven by the business sector, is crucial for translating research
findings into marketable products and services. The private sector accounts for approximately two-thirds
of global R&D spending, with significant investments in fields such as information and communication
technologies, biotechnology, and clean energy. However, private R&D funding is often concentrated in
areas with higher commercial potential, potentially overlooking research areas with broader societal
benefits.

Objectives

This session aims to: (a) assess the current state of global research cooperation and funding, with a focus
on the Global South and the achievement of the SDGs; (b) showcase specific cases of R&D cooperation
and funding, highlighting the role of international and interdisciplinary collaborations in addressing global
challenges; (c) facilitate a conversation among key R&D funders and actors from public and private sectors,
exploring best practices and new ideas for knowledge sharing, funding system improvement, and
partnership building; and (d) identify high-impact actions based on lessons learned, promoting more
effective and inclusive R&D collaboration and funding mechanisms for the SDGs.

Format

The session will be structured as a panel discussion, featuring representatives from key R&D funders,
researchers, policymakers, and other R&D stakeholders. The panel will provide a global overview of the
current state of global research cooperation and funding, focusing on the Global South and the SDGs, as
well as draw on case studies and best practices of R&D cooperation and funding, illustrating the



importance of international and interdisciplinary collaborations and discussing best practices for R&D
partnerships and funding systems.

Lead discussants will add their own experience and comment on the panel discussion. This will be followed
by an open Q&A session in which the audience will have the opportunity to ask questions and contribute
to the discussion.

Guiding questions
The discussion will be guided by a series of questions:

e How can global research cooperation and funding be strengthened to better support the
achievement of the SDGs, particularly in the Global South?

e What are the most effective models of R&D cooperation and funding, and how can they be
replicated and scaled up to address the "polycrisis" and advance the SDGs?

e How can public and private R&D funders collaborate more effectively to ensure that investments
are aligned with the SDGs and contribute to sustainable development?

e What role can international organizations, such as the United Nations, play in promoting
knowledge?

e What are your most important recommendations for policy action and high-impact initiatives to
be considered at the SDG Summit in 2023 and the Futures Summit in 2024?
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