
Drawing lessons from Islamic finance for socially, 
economically, and environmentally just outcomes 
in the Financing for Sustainable Development and 
SDG processes

Beginning with Rio +20, civil society voices from across the globe as well as a majority of Member 
States at the United Nations have repeatedly emphasised that ‘business as usual’ was no longer 
good enough. Yet despite the creation of an ambitious, cross-cutting – albeit imperfect – SDG 

agenda, precise and concrete recommendations for FfSD at the global, regional, national, and local levels 
have failed to materialise. For this reason, Islamic Relief joins its voice to those of civil society movements 
small and large, far and wide, calling for an ambitious, transformative, and clearly defined FfSD outcome at 
the Third International Conference on Financing for Development in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in July 2015.

Islamic Relief feels that high level policy discussions 
need to do more to address the root causes of 
inequalities and socioeconomic injustices. Arguably 
one of the greatest failings of the economic status 
quo is the contemporary system’s divorce from a 
framework of ethics and near complete reliance on the 
doctrine of profit maximisation, meaning that the basic 
principles of sustainable development – including its 
social, economic, and environmental dimensions – are 
often ignored to the advantage of a small cross section 
of the global population. Most problematically, this 
absence of ethics has tended to view human value 
and dignity as directly proportional to an individual’s 
economic output rather than as innate.

Islamic finance includes a series of instruments that 
were originally derived from Islamic theological texts 
and designed to govern the role, distribution, and use 
of wealth in society as a means of ensuring the overall 
well-being of communities. While much of the ethics of 
this system has been lost in contemporary incarnations 
of Islamic financial mechanisms, academics and policy 
makers as well as community workers and civil society 
working in Muslim communities have laid the ground 
work to revive the ethical system at the core of Islamic 
teachings on economics – an ‘Islamic moral economy.’1  
This framework prominently emphasises the mutually 
reinforcing rights and responsibilities of individual 

In order to thrive, the tools of the ‘Islamic moral 
economy’ – including zakat, waqf (Islamic endowments), 
and Islamically compliant lending – require an enabling 
policy environment at all levels, including within the 
national policy-making spaces of Muslim majority 
countries where the values and tools underlying Islamic 
finace have not always been fully explored as pathways 
to poverty eradication.

Within the context of the Intergovernmental 
Committee of Experts on Sustainable Development 
Finance (ICESDF) report, Islamic Relief welcomed the 
references to Islamic finance but hopes that the ethical 
principles of the ‘Islamic moral economy’ receive 
greater consideration in decision-making discussions 
– evaluated not merely as an alternative source of 
finance but rather an alternative means of doing 
finance, leading to a more transparent, accountable, 
and socially just global financial architecture.

The consultative process that led to the draft SDGs has already repeatedly declared that future we all want 
is inclusive and enables the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 
Understanding the lessons of Islamic finance and financial ethics for the FfSD process is part of ensuring that 
the SDGs leave no one behind.

community members, suggesting an ethical imperative 
to ensure a minimum standard of societal well-being 
and social justice. Notably, zakat, a form of mandatory 
financial giving incumbent on all Muslims of sufficient 
means, institutionalises the rights of the poor over the 
wealthy through compulsory wealth redistribution. 

1’ Asutay, 2012. “Conceptualising and Locating the Social Failure of Islamic Finance: Aspirations of Islamic 
Moral Economy vs the Realities of Islamic Finance,” Asian and African Area Studies, 11 (2): 93-113, 2012.
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Greater inclusivity in ODA policymaking discussions is an imperative for improved 
efficiency in aid delivery as well as for ensuring the SDG agenda is upheld in all its 
dimensions. 

Policy Recommendations

Inclusive policy-making

Upholding global commitments

Enabling just implementation of the SDGs 

Supporting economic justice mechanisms

Promote inclusive global partnerships and participation in high level decision-making 
processes as the only way to ensure that the economic, social, and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development are upheld for all.  No policy sphere with global 
implications should be exclusionary by design. 

Promote inclusive, global regulatory mechanisms at the UN level to reduce the harmful 
impacts of capital flight, taking particular aim at strengthening tax collection systems 
and restricting illicit financial flows.

Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) should be undertaken within a strong accountability 
framework, including clear ethical criteria against which to measure the promotion of 
sustainable development in all its dimensions.

Islamic Relief supports the UN Human Rights Council’s creation of a working group 
designed to establish a legally binding, rights-based accountability mechanism for 
transnational corporations and other businesses and feels that the creation of such a 
mechanism is increasingly urgent in the context of rising PPPs.

Islamic Relief supports mutual accountability at the global, regional, national, and local 
levels in a way that promotes citizen participation as well as provides mechanisms to 
hold institutions, governments, non-governmental organisations, international financial 
institutions, and the private sector accountable for the promotion of sustainable 
development.

Developed economy countries should prioritise meeting their existing commitments to 
dedicated .7% of their GDPs to overseas development assistance (ODA).

Governments should provide ODA primarily in grant form and in accordance with the 
Busan Conference Principles.

For development that is genuinely sustainable, economic growth and well-being must 
be decoupled from resource exploitation. This transition requires an enabling financial 
environment that supports sustainable technological innovation as well as technology 
transfer from developed economies to developing ones. Climate financing should be in 
addition to ODA commitments. 

Islamic Relief supports a multilateral debt restructuring mechanism within the UN 
system as well as increased attention to the debt burdens of low and middle income 
countries, especially the continued presence of odious debts.

Ensure that global financial governance and policies create an enabling environment for 
the development of Islamic financial infrastructure.

Interest free lending models, which reduce debt burdens on the most vulnerable, should 
be investigated for their potential use in poverty reduction in all communities.

Inequalities between nations mean that free trade is rarely fair. Trade negotiations give 
sole priority to profit maximisation and should place greater emphasis on promoting the 
economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. This must 
include changes to developed economy approaches to agricultural subsidies.


