Towards COP31: UN-Academia Round Table on Climate Action Priorities,
Partnerships and Innovation (02 July 2026)

Round Table Report

1. Purpose and Framing

This report synthesizes discussions from a high-level Round Table convened by the UN Resident
Coordinator’s Office (RCO) in Turkiye and SDSN Turkiye (hosted by Bogazigi University,
representing over 60 universities and research institutions), as part of the UN Country Team’s
COP31 Engagement Strategy. The Round Table brought together senior academics and UN
representatives to identify practical, implementable pathways for Academia—UN cooperation on
climate action, structured around three pillars:

skills and education for the green transition,

multi-stakeholder partnerships and COP31 legacy, and

innovation, science and technology.

The discussion was explicitly oriented toward implementation over rhetoric. As framed at the
opening and reinforced throughout, COP31 should be an “implementation COP”: national climate
commitments (NDCs) remain long on general orientation and short on costed, time-bound,
technically specific pathways. This diagnosis, echoed by multiple contributors, became the
throughline connecting all three pillars: the region has enough facts, figures and platforms; what
is missing is costed roadmaps, scaling mechanisms, and institutional follow-through.

2. Cross-Cutting Diagnosis: Why Implementation Stalls?

Several structural gaps recurred across the discussion and help explain why past efforts have not
translated into durable results:

e Plans without pathways. National climate commitments tend to state ambition without
specifying technological pathways, investment sequencing, or regional integration plans
(e.g., cross-border energy infrastructure). Generic reaffirmation (“integrate renewables”)
has been repeated for two decades without operational detail.

o A library without a librarian. UN agencies and universities in Tirkiye already run many
good projects, but scalability and replicability are weak; successful pilots rarely feed back
into policy or get adapted to new regions/sectors. The system accumulates project
knowledge without a mechanism to systematize and scale it.

e Finance follows infrastructure, not people. Governments preferentially borrow for
physical infrastructure over human capital (upskilling/reskilling), partly because the
economic return on skills investment is harder to demonstrate to ministries of finance
than infrastructure ROI.

e Definitions don’t travel. Green jobs/skills classifications imported from the US/EU don’t
map cleanly onto developing-country labor markets, where the same sector can have a
very different “green or brown” profile. Without context-specific definitions, skills gaps
can’t be reliably measured or compared.

e Fragmented mandate on education. Higher education governance (YOK) does not yet
treat climate as a core education priority, creating a gap between COP31-level ambition
and classroom-level curriculum reform.

e Accountability and credibility risks. Concerns were raised about greenwashing, and
about the credibility gap between branding (e.g., “zero waste”) and underlying practice
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(e.g., being a destination for waste imports); climate finance mechanisms need built-in
accountability safeguards.

Missing constituencies. Farmers, MSMEs/family businesses, and informal-
sector/vulnerable groups (refugees, NEET youth) are structurally underrepresented in
both the climate finance conversation and the “private sector” conversation, which tends
to default to large corporates.

3. Pillar 1: Skills and Education for the Green Transition

Key themes

Youth as a mobilizable asset, not just a target group. Participants saw strong potential
in mobilizing youth as climate/SDG ambassadors, through Model UN-style structures,
literacy campaigns, and mentoring/peer-learning across universities, high schools and
younger cohorts.

Curriculum reform is low-cost and available now. Universities can map existing courses
against the SDGs, introduce cross-disciplinary (even compulsory) climate literacy courses,
and embed experiential/interdisciplinary learning, without waiting for new national
policy or additional finance.

The existing workforce needs reskilling as much as new entrants need skilling.
Executive-level upskilling into the green economy, flexible interdisciplinary learning
systems, and transition programmes for workers already in industry, energy, agriculture
and services were emphasized alongside youth-facing education.

“Green skills” must be defined locally. Before skills gaps can be measured, qualification
frameworks need to be adapted to developing-country labor-market realities rather than
imported wholesale from OECD classifications.

TVET and informal pathways matter as much as universities. Vocational education (with
~1.6 million students in Turkiye’s formal TVET system) plus non-formal training run by
municipalities and chambers represent a large, underleveraged channel; flexible learning-
to-employment pathways are especially needed for youth outside the formal system and
disadvantaged groups (including refugee populations already concentrated in agriculture,
textiles and manufacturing, sectors relevant to green reskilling).

Local/field implementation over theory. Living labs and co-creation labs, where
universities mentor municipalities and test solutions in real settings, were proposed as a
way to close the gap between official data/theory and rapidly changing on-the-ground
realities (e.g., migration, rural population shifts).

Political mobilization for curriculum reform. Since higher education governance does not
currently treat climate as a priority, aligning the COP31 Presidency with the Higher
Education Council (YOK), and pursuing initiatives like a Green Curriculum/Curriculum
Alliance partnership, were floated as ways to force top-down movement alongside
bottom-up awareness activity.

Suggested actions

1. Map university curricula against the SDGs and introduce cross-disciplinary/compulsory
climate literacy courses.

2. Develop Turkiye-specific (locally validated) definitions and qualification frameworks for
green jobs and green skills.

3. Design executive and mid-career upskilling/reskilling programmes for workers in
carbon-intensive sectors transitioning to green practices.
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4. Expand non-formal TVET pathways (via municipalities, chambers, university
infrastructure) alongside the formal TVET system, targeting NEET youth, refugees and
other groups outside formal education.

5. Pilot living labs pairing universities with municipalities to test and monitor solutions
(e.g., zero waste and circularity starting at the household/citizen level).

6. Pursue Turkiye’s participation in a Green Curriculum/Curriculum Alliance and seek
engagement between the COP31 Presidency and YOK on embedding climate in education

policy.

4. Pillar 2: Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships and COP31 Legacy

Key themes

Climate Implementation Bridge as an integrating mechanism. Tiirkiye’s proposed
Climate Implementation Bridge, linking national climate ambition to bankable projects
financed through IFIs/MDBs (World Bank, EBRD), and mechanisms like the Turkish
Industry Decarbonization Investment Platform (TIDIP, a S5bn fund for hard-to-abate
sectors), were positioned as the natural home for embedding education, reskilling and
employment conditionalities into climate finance, rather than treating skills/ACE (Action
for Climate Empowerment) as a stand-alone social programme. This is directly relevant
given Turkiye’s roughly 6.5 million NEET youth.

Conditionality and accountability in finance. There was a call to attach clear social, skills
and accountability conditions to concessional and industrial-decarbonization finance,
including safeguards against greenwashing, and to use UN agencies’ existing due-
diligence procedures for private-sector partnerships as a channel for advocating such
conditionalities.

Reaching beyond large corporates. The private-sector conversation needs to explicitly
include MSMEs and family businesses, which employ a large share of the workforce but
are often invisible in policy dialogues dominated by large firms. Existing models (e.g., the
IOM-UNIDO joint programme supporting migrant, women and youth entrepreneurs with
technical capacity-building, green procurement skills and direct financial support)
illustrate how integrated technical-plus-financial support can work at MSME scale.
Underrepresented constituencies need dedicated platforms. Farmers remain marginal
in the climate regime despite food security being a stated COP Presidency priority; a
dedicated Farmers’ Forum (potentially convened with FAO, IFAD and other agencies) on
food-water-energy-climate nexus issues was proposed. Water was also flagged as a top-
priority cross-cutting issue.

Scaling what already works. Numerous individually successful UN and academic projects
exist, but mechanisms to adapt and replicate them across regions, sectors and products
are missing; this was identified as a priority gap to close, not a new activity to launch.
Institutional and legal hooks. Referencing the ICJ advisory opinion on states’ climate
obligations was suggested as a way to anchor COP31 discussions in a firmer accountability
framework, alongside using existing platforms (e.g., city networks such as the Global
Covenant of Mayors, UN-Habitat’s Innovate4Cities partnership) rather than creating
parallel structures.

The UN’s evolving convening role. In Tirkiye's upper-middle-income-country context
with shrinking traditional funding, the UN’s comparative advantage is shifting toward
policy support, systems strengthening and whole-of-UN convening, positioning it as a
broker between academia, government, private sector and civil society rather than a
primary financier.

Page 3 of 8



Suggested actions

1. Embed ACE, green skills and employment conditionalities directly into the Climate
Implementation Bridge and TIDIP-type financing instruments, rather than as parallel
social programmes.

2. Establish clear accountability and anti-greenwashing conditions within climate
finance and industrial-decarbonization mechanisms.

3. Deliberately include MSMEs, family businesses and informal-economy actors in
private-sector engagement structures (e.g., via UN Global Compact linkages).

4. Convene a Farmers’ Forum with FAO, IFAD and other relevant agencies around food-
water-energy-climate nexus themes.

5. Build a systematic mechanism (not just a “library”) for assessing, replicating and
scaling successful UN—academia pilot projects across regions and sectors.

6. Explore how the ICJ advisory opinion on state climate obligations could inform COP31
discussions and national accountability frameworks.

7. Establish a regular, ongoing UN—academia—policy dialogue that continues beyond
COP31, rather than a one-off engagement.

5. Pillar 3: Innovation, Science, Technology and Impact

Key themes

Impact assessment is the missing discipline. A recurring critique was that many
interventions are implemented without rigorous evaluation of their effects; universities
were seen as well-positioned to lead impact assessment and simulation work, using
research centers and interdisciplinary expertise, so both academia and the UN system can
learn what is actually working before scaling it.

Al as a double-edged priority. Climate change and Al were identified as the two major
transformations reshaping the coming period. Discussion should address both Al's
environmental footprint and its potential contribution to climate and sustainability
solutions, not treat these as separate conversations.

Foresight and horizon methods for emerging tech. Structured foresight, scenario
planning and backcasting were proposed as tools to examine how Al, robotics, quantum
computing and other emerging technologies will affect climate action, and to identify
what actions are needed now rather than reactively later.

One Health as an underused frontier. Climate-sensitive disease, water security, food
systems and environmental health were flagged as concrete areas where a One Health
approach could structure new academia-UN collaboration.

South-South and Triangular Cooperation as a knowledge-transfer channel. Research and
innovation outputs, along with UN Volunteer modalities (community volunteers for local
data collection and behavioral research; online volunteers for youth
mobilization/advocacy), were proposed as underused vehicles for connecting research to
communities and transferring knowledge across contexts.

Existing urban/city platforms as a base to build on. UN-Habitat’s 15-year-old network
linking universities, cities and local authorities on NDC implementation, and its
Innovate4Cities partnership (feeding into the new IPCC special report on climate and
cities), offer ready infrastructure for further collaboration rather than a blank slate.
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Suggested actions

1. Task universities with leading systematic impact assessment and simulation of existing
UN-academia climate projects, using their research centers and interdisciplinary
capacity.

2. Launch joint foresight/scenario-planning/backcasting exercises on Al, robotics and
quantum computing’s implications for climate action.

3. Develop ajoint work stream examining Al’s dual role (environmental footprint vs. climate-
solution potential).

4. Expand One Health collaboration around climate-sensitive disease, water security, food
systems and environmental health.

5. Use South-South/Triangular Cooperation channels and UN Volunteer modalities
(community and online volunteers) to transfer research and mobilize local data collection
and youth advocacy.

6. Build on existing platforms (UN-Habitat/Innovate4Cities, city networks) rather than

creating parallel structures for urban-climate research-practice links.

6. Consolidated Follow-Up Actions

Action Suggested Lead/Partners
Share draft Round Table report for written inputs from | RCO / SDSN Tiirkiye
participants

Establish a regular UN—-academia—policy dialogue running | RCO / SDSN Tirkiye

through and beyond COP31

Organize an Academia—UN side event/round table in the
UN Turkiye Pavilion, COP31 Blue Zone

RCO / SDSN Turkiye / UN
agencies

Explore opportunities to convene a Farmers’ Forum on
food-water-energy-climate nexus

FAO / IFAD / other agencies

Explore opportunities for Develop Tirkiye-specific green
jobs, skills, occupations and qualifications framework

Universities / METU / UN
agencies

Integrate ACE, green skills and employment
conditionalities into climate finance and decarbonization
mechanisms (Climate Implementation Bridge, TIDIP)

SDSN Ttirkiye / UN / IFls

Build mechanisms for impact assessment, replication and
scaling of successful UN-academia projects

Universities / UN agencies

Pilot living labs with universities, municipalities and
communities

Universities / municipalities /
UN-Habitat

Use South-South/Triangular Cooperation, UNV modalities
and digital platforms for knowledge transfer

UN / SDSN Turkiye / UNV

7. Strategic Observations

The binding constraint is not knowledge but translation. Across all three pillars, the diagnosis
converges on the same point: Tirkiye and its UN/academic partners are not short on
evidence, platforms or good pilot projects. What is missing is the connective tissue: costed
pathways, financing conditionality, scaling mechanisms, and locally valid definitions, that
turns existing knowledge into implementable, bankable, replicable action.

Finance conditionality is the highest-leverage entry point. Embedding education/skills
conditions directly into instruments already in motion (Climate Implementation Bridge, TIDIP)
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is more tractable than creating new standalone financing for green skills, and directly
addresses the NEET youth challenge at scale.

The UN’s comparative advantage is shifting toward brokerage. In a shrinking-funding, upper-
middle-income-country context, the RCO’s most valuable contribution may be less about
direct financing and more about convening, legitimizing, and connecting: linking academia to
the Global Compact, brokering MSME inclusion, and creating durable dialogue architecture
rather than one-off events.

Underrepresented groups are a recurring pattern, not isolated gaps. Farmers, MSMEs/family
businesses, NEET youth, refugees, and rural/migrant populations surfaced independently
across all three pillars as systematically excluded from both climate finance design and skills
programming, suggesting a cross-cutting equity/coverage gap that any COP31 follow-up
strategy should address explicitly rather than pillar-by-pillar.

* * *

End of Document
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Annex 1: Agenda

Time  Session

14:00 - 14:20 Opening Remarks
Dr. Babatunde Ahonsi, UN Resident Coordinator
Dr. Tamer Atabarut, Director, SDSN Tiirkiye; Secretary General & Steering Committee
Member, European University Continuing Education Network (EUCEN)

14:20 - 14:30  Introduction of Participants

14:30 — 14:50 Presentation:
Key Outcomes from Bonn SB64, London Climate Week, Emerging COP31 Action Agenda
Priorities and SDSN Sustainability Perspectives —
Ms. Dr. Bahar Ozay

14:50-16:40 Moderated Discussion
(Moderator: Dr. Tamer Atabarut)

14:50 — 15:30 Pillar 1: Skills Development and Education Systems for the Green Transition

Moderator

15:30 —15:40 Short Break

15:40 - 16:15 Pillar 2: Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships and COP31 Legacy

16:15 —16:50 Pillar 3: Innovation, Science and Technology Priorities for Climate Action

16:50 — 16:55 Identification of Key Recommendations and Collaboration Opportunities
16:55-17:00 Closing Remarks and Next Steps

Annex 2: List of Participants

No. | Participant Organization / Affiliation

1 Dr. Babatunde Ahonsi UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO)
2 Tom Delrue UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO)
3 Bllent Agikgbz UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO)
4 Pelin Rodoplu UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO)
5 Eun Joo Lee UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO)
6 Liam Chicca IFAD

7 Malti Gandhi UNICEF

8 Pinar Akpinar UN Volunteers (UNV)

9 Amr Marei UNHCR

10 | Ozcan Tiirkoglu FAO

11 Dr. Priyakanta Nayak WHO

12 Flavia Biri UN-Habitat

13 Tufan Nayir WHO

14 Nilgiin Cavusoglu UNICEF

15 Prof. Dr. Ebru Voyvoda Middle East Technical University (METU)
16 Kibra Giler Dagtekin UNICEF

17 Gllbanu Dertli UN Women

18 Aysel Yiksel UNFPA

19 Alberto Medina Islas UN Technology Bank (UNTB)

20 Prof. Dr. Jeffrey Sachs Columbia University

21 Gokge Yorukoglu I0M

22 Berkan Can Toros UNHCR

23 Vedia Ulak UNIDO

24 Federica Irene Falomi UN Technology Bank (UNTB)

25 Prof. Dr. Ering Yeldan Kadir Has University

26 Francesca Bampa UNESCO

27 Bernhard Barth UN-Habitat
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28 Armagan Sena Atasayar UNESCO

29 Ahmed Raza FAOSEC

30 | Zeynep Ozkan WFP

31 Telman Maharramov UN-Habitat

32 Prof. Dr. Mustafa Oztiirk Bogazici University

33 Dr. Tamer Atabarut Bogazici University

34 Dr. Bahar Ozay Bogazici University

35 Dr. Cem iskender Aydin Bogazici University

36 Prof. Dr. Isil Aksan Kurnaz Gebze Technical University

37 Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ahmet Atil Asici Istanbul Technical University

38 Prof. Dr. Semra Cerit Mazlum Marmara University

39 Assoc. Prof. Dr. Hale Mamunlu Kocabas Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University
40 | Prof. Dr. Gokhan Ozertan Ozyegin University

41 Dr. Dogan Ucok Sabanci University

42 Bora Sekip Giiray Sabanci University (alternative participant)
43 Dr. Umit Sahin Sabanci University

44 Prof. Dr. Aliye Ahu Gllimser Istanbul Technical University

Annex 3. Visuals from the Round Table
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