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1 INTRODUCTION 

-

dquarters and agreed on 8 Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) that would support the attainment of 

minimum living standards in developing economies and slow the pace of global warming. Well before 

2015, the target year for measuring progress toward these MDGs, warning bells were being sounded 

-

ternational community participating in these meetings, and the nation-state members of the UN were 

simply expected to achieve these goals: the mandate was set out without an implementation scheme. 

2030. Renamed the Sustainable Development Goals, this standard was made applicable to all member nations. 

Change (UNFCCC), established national sustainability targets and committed signatories to providing the 

a comprehensive global response to global warming.1 Further, analyses of green bonds showed other 

2018).2

3 

1 Trade and Investment Report 2019 Agenda 2030, which encompasses 

2 The Brazilian proposal for a $125 billion global forest fund, timed to coincide with the COP30 meeting in Belem, falls into 

states, and multilateral development banks (MDBs, such as the World Bank or BRICS Bank, whose creation is authorized by 

organizations created by multiple nation-states. This paper does not touch on the latter, except insofar as MNBs have been 
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to their historical origins in the Cold War era of the 1950s and 1960s. To keep discussion manageable, 

Brazil).4

necessitated by a global failure to meet the Millenial Sustainability Goals, can one or the other of the 

succeed now has to start by exploring why the global commitments made in year 2000 have fallen short 

after 2015. Two reasons for this are easily recognized: the absence of an agreed multilateral planning 

(GFC) that erupted in 2008. We point to a third, largely overlooked factor: both approaches, market-led 

time when they are being squeezed between prior domestic commitments and rising debt levels. 

This brings us to our third question, posed in section 4: what adjustments are needed to open the 

in part, by prioritizing national – if not nationalistic – agendas that constitute inhospitable terrains for 

globally-focused policy proposals. These circumstances will not be quickly undone. Ultimately, action 

and structural reform will be needed at global, local, and community levels; but we argue that the place 

to start is to enable bottom-up initiatives that restore well-being and the hope of prosperity for those 

left behind. Public banking rooted in local communities might provide one such vehicle: can we restore 

2 THE UNEASY COEXISTENCE OF US DOLLAR-LED ‘CENTRE’ WITH 

DEVELOPMENT BANKING IN THE LATIN AMERICAN ‘PERIPHERY’ BEFORE THE 

GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS

Contemporary climate and SDG proponents in the global North (especially, in this essay, for the 

United States) heavily favor market-based approaches, while those associated with the global South 

analysts, even those favoring heterodox economic policies, the policy constraints operating on nations 

outside the top of the currency hierarchy are invisible. 

in sections 3 and 4 widen the focus to encompass developments across the global landscape. The emphasis on the US’s histo-

globally, but in a relatively succinct way. 
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The divergent histories and structural circumstances of these global North and South nations within 

done. This means that the policy implications of the divergent theoretical reference points that inform 

The US-led plan for the post-War global economy. th Century began, 

the United States emerged as the dominant global economic power in Western economies It seized the 

opportunity to create a post-War global currency order based on its own currency. The end of World War 

3-year process of putting in place the architecture for post-war global economic governance. The US 

perform the functions of a global central bank and would be delinked from gold, which had anchored the 

latter’s brief was to provide emergency reserves to countries unable to meet their international obligations, 

This governance architecture was neither global nor internally operationally coherent. Only 44 

currencies to the dollar.5 One reason in this very partial take-up was that nations joining the Bretton 

Fleming and Robert Mundell, among others, pointed out that nations pre-committing to both 

would forfeit the ability to operate an independent monetary policy (and thus to control their own 

macroeconomic policies.6 

No country inside the exchange-rate mechanism could escape this logic, including the US itself, as 

Weaponizing the Monroe Doctrine. The 1963 US capital controls did not imply any turning 

involved rivalry between capitalist (market-led) and socialist (state-controlled) approaches to organizing 

economic activity. 

While stopping the global spread of communism always meant opposing socialism and supporting 

were on the front lines of the Cold War with the USSR, were provided with ample support for their state-

5 

-

pia, and Liberia. Only 14 nations pegged their exchange rates to the gold-backed dollar under the Bretton Woods system. 

6 
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needed attention. There, the US weaponized the Monroe Doctrine.7

their national governments. The priority was instead to keep them on-side in the capitalism/socialism 

competition, by whatever means necessary. The US did so by aggressively supporting market-led 

(including multinational corporation-led) resource extraction, along with the suppression of workers’ 

and clandestine interference. 

The guiding vision was provided by W.W. Rostow’s 1960 volume, The Stages of Economic Growth: 

A Non-Communist Manifesto. It responds directly to the Marxian historical materialist account of 

capitalism as a transitional stage along a path to socialism and eventually communism.8 For Rostow, 

free liberalized markets and the private ownership of capital would permit nations to climb to the next 

level of development. Capitalism, not socialism, was the developmental road that would provide the 

widespread prosperity enabling the creation of stable democracies.9 

hand, the promotion of economic development and democracy; on the other, a covert counter-insurgency 

to 1963 by Executive Secretary Raoul Prebisch, adopted a structuralist, centre-periphery approach that 

10 

Brazilian National Bank for Economic and Social Development) represented the cutting-edge of state-led 
11 BNDES, founded in 1952 by President Getulio Vargas, a champion of 

Brazil’s industrialization, provided the institutional foundation for the 3-year plan of Brazilian President 

(Pereira Loureiro 2017).

7 

Congress in 1823, that have guided US foreign policy since then. These included: the US’s commitment to non-interference in 

-

itly, but most importantly – the US’s right to guide – if necessary, by the overt or covert use of force – political developments 

8 

9 

on a thoroughly capitalist approach (DeWitt 2009).

10 Carvalho and de Campos (2024) note that Furtado’s thinking radicalized only after the 1964 coup. 

11

Russia and Bulgaria – another apparent deviation from the free-market path. 
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sympathetic to the US position (Dennison 2021) and to bolster support for conservative political parties 

and governments – as well as opportunities for entry by US multi-national corporations – throughout Latin 

to suppress workers movements and to bolster a conservative political bloc (Carvalho Oliveira 2023).12 

While this political 

interference was playing out, the Bretton Woods architecture itself was proving to be operationally 

inconsistent at both the nation-state and systemic levels. 

Nations pegging their currencies to the dollar-gold standard were generally unable to sustain it.13 

One requirement for any nation’s rate to be sustainable was stability in tradeables patterns; another 

innovations and divergent export earnings led to increases in capital mobility, with more currencies 

the viability of the dollar-gold peg itself. 

operating principles. The institutional separation between the World Bank and the IMF implied that 

the drivers of growth were independent of policy decisions required to maintain (or restore) external 

price adjustment through currency devaluation, along with required reductions in domestic aggregate 

demand, could restore external balance without causing socio-economic damage. But post-War economic 

recovery for in Western European countries depended on sustaining social welfare policies, and thus on 

nation whose external accounts turned negative would have to devalue, putting its domestic policy 

arrangements at risk. 

nations’ industrial modernization. These pressures were heightened by France’s unease with the Bretton 

Woods arrangement; by 1966, 70% of France’s reserves consisted of gold. In May 1968, the London 

Gold Pool, an arrangement between the US Federal Reserve and 7 Western European central banks for 

convertibility was suspended in 1971, and the dollar-gold standard ended in 1973 (Garber 1993). 

recession, throwing the heavily regulated US banking sector into a deep crisis. Federal Reserve chair 

Paul Volcker, appointed in 1979, pushed interest rates into the stratosphere. This induced a deep recession 

the US’s money-centre banks to the brink of insolvency. Designating eleven US megabanks as too-big-

to-fail and orchestrating their rescue established the Federal Reserve as an international lender of last 

resort and set up the US as a global safe-haven for wealth-holders. Union-busting tactics under President 

12 The role of the US in the 1964 military coup remains unclear (Pereira 2018). 

13 Between 1950 and 1973, the exchange rate of the US dollar with the French franc was changed 4 times; with the German 
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Consensus,’ a market-led approach to economic development describing a consensus among Latin 
14 Indeed, the two most 

being made to those previously excluded from access to credit (notably subprime mortgages, in the US). 
15 

3 WHY THE MILLENNIAL DEVELOPMENT GOALS WERE NOT ACHIEVED BY 

2015, AND THE TWO POST-GFC PROPOSALS FOR FINDING THE NEEDED 

FINANCE 

the context of the previous section’s discussion. First consider September 2000, when the eight UN 

agreement was signed in the global city of a country whose geo-political supremacy had been achieved 

was signed into law in November 1999, and November 2001 would see the initiation of a Doha Round 

of negotiations toward a free global trade framework to be overseen by the World Trade Organization. 

But these twin engines would both soon fail. The Doha Round failed (and has yet to be completed). 

That many funds – especially those containing subprime mortgages – were opaque presented no barriers, 

anything of economic and social value anywhere could be funded, due to the broadening of the eco-

system of credit supply and the emergence of ever more tools for redistributing risk via securitization 

and contingent contracts (derivatives). 

In the event, these hopes and the premises on which they rested would be shattered. Warnings about 

14 Sebastian Edwards (2009, 2010) contributed a 2009 paper and then a 2010 book making two points relevant to our discus-

succeeded, in his view, because they focused on economics, not politics. These two works, of course, appeared just as the 

GFC rocked the foundations of that Consensus view. 

15 In 1995, China’s GDP was one-tenth the size of the US’s GDP; while it was growing rapidly – its GDP was 18% that of the US in 
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were largely ignored: too many of the players in the new lending eco-system were more interested in 

2013); and these players, around the world, had piled into subprime securities (Lewis 2010). 

2018). Instead of a brave new world in which anything that should be funded, would be funded, 

Manias, panics, and 

crashes

slowdown in their lending; GSIBs (globally systemically important banks designated by the Bank for 

International Settlements) were forced to drastically increase their capital/asset ratios. 

have characterized virtually the entirety of the Neoliberal era. The US functions as a liquidity sink, pulling 

exert a gravitational pull. So it is no surprise that many of the monies released into the US were drawn into 

securitized instruments loaded with subprime debt. Since the need for SDG and climate-related investment 

pass by those global places that most need it for SDG-related purposes.  

This brings us to the two approaches 

encouraged by the IFIs, the fact that so much of the expenditures needed to reach SDG goals, including 

climate-change mitigation and adaptation measures, exceeds the IFIs’ available funds (not to mention 

institutions), to both identify and derisk projects that would be funded by private-sector investors. The 

funding provided would be securitized, taking advantage of the global credit ecosystem that had spread 

subprime loans into portfolios world-wide before the GFC. The IMF, perceived by private markets as a 
16

ones) would require dramatic changes for both recipient nations and for IFIs. Nations seeking to 

national infrastructure planning and execution. The IFIs would have to shift their lending focus to 
16 This approach, then, elevates the IMF to the role of gatekeeper and overseer for countries seeking to fund SDG and/or cli-

mate action with overseas credit. This paternalistic stance conforms with Rostow’s stages of growth framework, in which 

developing countries could use a guiding hand. It is worth noting that in 2016, prominent Neoclassical economist Timothy 

et al. 2016) revived Rostow’s framework, arguing for market-led approaches in a long-

run analysis that doesn’t mention the GFC.
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and sell into the market. 

Engen 2019) found that little private-sector leveraging was being realized: for every US$1 invested, 

pointing potential funders to Convergence ( ) as the global network 

tasked with organizing this market. Reports released at the climate summits and by Convergence itself 

17  

have been concentrated in higher-income countries, not developing countries. 

18

with whom they met complained that the contracts that would be brought to market were too specialized, 

likely dominate these assets’ ecosystem want to make money, fast and in volume. If they do take on risk, 

they want to do it in a conventional way that leaves them blameless in the event of a crisis.19

either directly (as providers of guarantees) or indirectly (via their relationships with IFIs). Debt/GDP levels 

have been rising precipitously for virtually all countries, especially since the GFC. Further, the nations 

but they are not backstopped by central banks at the upper reaches of the global currency hierarchy. 

The third factor is political pressure. This is due to the double coincidence of US banks being 

the United Nations, had attracted many megabank members, from inside and outside the US. But 

17 Convergence Blended Finance (2025) reports a cumulative total of 1350 deals and $249B between 2014 and 2024. While 

annual target set by 

18 Cerpa Vielma et al. (2019) describe and analysed the implications of current patterns of management and competition in 

the global megabanks. 

19 

avoids it, but one who, when he is ruined, is ruined in a conventional way along with his fellows, so that no one can really 

blame him.’
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20 

Financing the SDGs after 2015 via national development banks (NDBs)? The other proposal 

channels. For example, Studart and Ramos, write this about BNDES in an important volume edited by 

private resource for the sector.’ (Studart and Ramos 2018: 86) 

cyclical lending to compensate for private-sector banks’ reduced capacity. The list of NDBs’ possible 

economic roles by these analysts and many others is impressive. We restrict our attention here to 

itemizing three foundational conditions that are necessary if NDBs are to successfully contribute to 

national development – including to achieving SDG and climate targets, our focus in this paper – over 

guiding the country’s economic performance. In the conclusion of the 2018 volume mentioned above, 

These contextual requirements are not immutable, but can be shifted from without or from 

Neoliberal policy reforms it enacted in the 1990s, and then restored in 2015. The year 2015 marks 

double impact on Brazil’s BNDES. Figure 1 shows that BNDES’ loans outstanding grew dramatically 

in domestic currency terms through the entirety of PT’s 2002-2014 years in government and has been 

capacity of this legendary institution. 

Fonte: BNDES annual reports.

20
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and other investments can be captured only in the longer run. This brings us to the second requirement 

availability of NDBs to plug the lending gaps for domestic borrowers (or those overseas) in cyclical 

downturns, cited above, also points to the challenges of sustaining a long-term perspective (and loan 

The third requirement is more nebulous, but equally important: the need for countering and neutralizing 

climate challenges. Large proportions of electorates across the world, as well as the political leaders and 

operatives that seek their votes, have been fed a steady diet of misinformation about public policies, and 

have experienced numerous cuts to public support for the foundational economy services on which their 

well-being depends. The consequences have been a hardening of political fault lines, the loss of the capacity 

states and households; it compromises the policy space of the former precisely when the need for public 

support for the latter is highest. This sets up a situation in which the notion that state-led institutions might 

Given that at least two of these three conditions are not met in most countries in the world, NDBs cannot 

be regarded as a magic bullet.21

challenges such as the SDGs and climate action must have two components: remaking the institutions 

4 WHAT ADJUSTMENTS ARE NEEDED TO OPEN THE POSSIBILITY OF PUBLIC 

FUNDING FOR TRANSFORMATIVE WORK ON HUMAN CAPACITIES AND THE 

CLIMATE CRISIS?

and state-led policies in others; nonetheless, this polarization has obscured and divided the narrative, 

systemic and institutional boundaries in the public sector that have allowed for the failure of attaining 

developmental goals and their funding. 

NDBs have a history of reducing risk and maintaining long-term development targets, particularly 

employs a top-down approach, which implies a causal relationship from the center to the periphery 

(Sabatier, 1986), thereby ignoring some of the natural development in the peripheral regions. 

Therefore, there needs to be a push to understand the limitations imposed by hierarchical structures 

2013; Barboza et al, 2023). To achieve long-run funding for SDG and climate challenges, public or 

blended funding need to understand the limitations of centralization. The structure necessary for systems’ 

well-functioning can dilute and simplify knowledge produced in the region. Consequently, part of the 

knowledge created in regions is sometimes lost, particularly the knowledge related to new productive 

which arises from the practice and networks created 

21 There are limits to the use of multilateral development banks to tackle climate change and SDG targets as well, though these 

the same: improve the functioning of these institutions and improve the global or regional context in which they must operate. 
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solutions or programs that can future-proof funding and leverage the resources and capabilities embedded 

the region can support inclusion and ease policy development. Regions can utilize the various learning 

environments, including NGOs, universities, unions, community-led initiatives, and sustainable 

development projects that are already in place.

Community development banks and community banks could help increase communication from 

facilitate productive development outside of the limitations imposed by centralized processes. Bottom-

up approaches outside of development banks’ infrastructure could also highlight productive networks 

already established in the regions, including sustainable practices that can be implemented elsewhere.

The inclusion of community voices through bottom-up approaches also increases the potential for 

political involvement among marginalized populations, as it provides them with spaces where they can 

approaches could help re-democratize policy by including the local population in the debate and taking 

their local knowledge and expertise into consideration.

supervision by central authorities, they can also democratize the developmental process, including 

policymakers and actors should be wary of the potential romanticization of community, as it can also 

Bottom-up approaches could be mischaracterized and challenging to measure through casual 

2025), which may hinder their political appeal. The potential adjustment NDBs could follow is through 

the creation of new networks, processes, and the active inclusion of the community in policy creation.

community banks, the processes, institutions, and networks have yet to be examined and could be an 

through the community. 

5 CONCLUSION: RECLAIMING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT FROM THE 

BOTTOM UP

In sum, in an era of authoritarian national leadership, fed by misinformation and social media, we 

the world, will require years to unwind. This unwinding will slow the capacity as well as the political 

public banking rooted in local communities, must be explored.

infrastructure and green new-deal localized circles of production-exchange-consumption is a complete 

change of global economic paradigm(s). This could come through two paths. One: nature’s revenges 

toward meeting human/planetary needs. Both processes are in motion. 
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The collapse of ‘safe assets’ and of ‘safe haven’ investment hubs. There are challenges posed 

by climate change and growth of complex, spatially overlapping societies that now create risks beyond 

threats to continued human well-being. This is a mission.

Now there is a need to reinvent ‘mission’: it’s not a space shot, watched on television by the happy 

owners of televisions in prosperous middle-income households. It’s a need to rebuild communities 

stripped of assets and sustainable employment opportunities. 

empowerment and a politics beyond revenge and resentment. 
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