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Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality in ASEAN: 
Support for the Implementation of ASEAN-UN Plan of Action 2016-20201 

 
 

I. Introduction 
 
 “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is our common roadmap to an 
inclusive, resilient and secure future for everyone, everywhere.”2 – António Guterres, United 
Nations Secretary-General 
 

The South-East Asia has lived through devastating financial crises, conflicts, and untold 
natural disasters. Yet it has managed to leverage the possibilities created by globalization to 
build competitive economies that play a vital role in lifting millions of people out of poverty.  
In 2017, several economies in South-East Asia experienced higher-than-expected economic 
growth, Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and Myanmar in 
particular, benefited from the favorable global and regional economic conditions and grew at 
or close to 7 per cent.3 

 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is based on a commitment to ‘leave 

no-one behind’. Meeting these ambitions require visionary policies for inclusive development. 
If everyone is to benefit from economic gains, policymakers will need to reformulate their 
strategies and programmes to ensure that those most in need benefit fairly from current and 
future economic and social development.4 This requires a balanced and integrated approach 
to the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of development through empowering 
people and ensuring inclusiveness and equality. These interlinkages encourage 
comprehensive policies that embrace all areas of sustainable development, with a 
commitment not only to leave no one behind but also “to reach the furthest behind first” in 
equitable manner.  
 

The South-East Asia faces multitude of challenges from widening development gaps 
to the rapid ageing of society.  Attaining sustainable growth remains a challenge in many 
economies.  Indeed, significant differences in development outcomes between countries, and 
within countries, underscore the vulnerability of those who have participated fully in the 
development process. 

                                                      
1 This paper is prepared by Naylin Oo (oon@un.org).  It is a compilation of ESCAP’s publications from which 
South-East Asia sub-region and ASEAN related issues and findings were extracted and covers key areas of 
ESCAP-ASEAN cooperation. 
2 The UN Secretary-General remarks to the ASEAN Leaders’ Gathering, Bali, Indonesia, 11 October 2018 
3 Economic and Social Survey of Asia and the Pacific 2018 (https://www.unescap.org/publications/economic-
and-social-survey-asia-and-pacific-2018) 
4 Sustainable Social Development in Asia and the Pacific: Towards a People-Centred Transformation 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/sustainable-social-development-asia-and-pacific-towards-people-
centred-transformation) 
 

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this Paper are those of the author and should not necessarily 

be considered as reflecting the views or carrying the endorsement of the United Nations. This paper 

describes research in progress by the author and are published to elicit comments and to further 

debate. This publication has been issued without formal editing. 

mailto:oon@un.org
https://www.unescap.org/publications/economic-and-social-survey-asia-and-pacific-2018
https://www.unescap.org/publications/economic-and-social-survey-asia-and-pacific-2018
https://www.unescap.org/publications/sustainable-social-development-asia-and-pacific-towards-people-centred-transformation
https://www.unescap.org/publications/sustainable-social-development-asia-and-pacific-towards-people-centred-transformation
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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has mapped out practical action 

plans for sub-regional integration under the ASEAN Community Vision 2025. This uniquely 
South-East Asian approach to integration sets long-term goals and allows each country 
considerable flexibility to meet them, with the aim of empowering people and ensuring 
inclusiveness and equality.  South-East Asia will remain highly integrated with the global 
economy, in line with its “Global ASEAN” goal of building on the gains from ASEAN’s global 
engagement and its economic integration initiatives.  The ultimate goal is to end poverty, 
fight inequality, and protect the planet for future generations. 
 

Human dimensions are firmly placed at the center of both 2030 Agenda and ASEAN 
Vision 2025, with the ultimate objective being to provide shared prosperity and well-being.  
In addition to being people-centered, the human dimension is further strengthened in both 
Agendas through emphasis on being inclusive and connected, with special focus on the poor 
and vulnerable groups.  In ASEAN, this includes reducing barriers and improving connectivity 
to disadvantaged groups and ensuring equitable access for all through, among others, 
Narrowing the Development Gap initiatives. 

 
Through the compilation of ESCAP publications on South-East Asia and ASEAN, this 

document aims to characterize the involvement of ESCAP to facilitate the achievement of the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) and support regional integration in Asia and the Pacific, 
particularly in ASEAN region. It also serves as a reference on how ESCAP continues to support 
the broader goal of empowering people, reducing growing inequality, and working to support 
more inclusive, equitable, and sustainable growth in the ASEAN region.  To this end, focus is 
given on priority areas of infrastructure connectivity, disasters resilience, inequality, 
sustainable consumption and production, as well as regional integration and related cross-
cutting issues. 
 
1.1. ASEAN-UN Comprehensive Partnership: Process and Progress 

 
Cooperation between the United Nations and ASEAN is governed by United Nations 

(UN) General Assembly Resolution 69/110 and driven by the ASEAN-United Nations 
Ministerial Meeting (AUMM) which annually reviews the progress of the Joint Declaration on 
the Comprehensive Partnership between ASEAN and the UN which came into effect in 
November 2011.5 

 
1.1.1. Importance of Multilateralism for Sustainable Development6 

 
The 2030 Agenda is “a solid foundation for building a fair globalization in the context 

of the rules-based multilateral system.”  Major threats, including the rise of protectionism 
and anti-multilateralism, “stand out as huge obstacles to eradicating poverty, expanding 
opportunity and leaving no one behind.” Disruptions caused by frequent global and regional 
financial and economic crises triggered waves of public discontent across continents and 

                                                      
5 For further information, also see Overview of ASEAN-UN Cooperation 
(https://asean.org/storage/2012/05/Overview-of-ASEAN-UN-Cooperation-As-of-1-August-2017-clean.pdf). 
6 The Role of Asia and The Pacific in Global Governance and Multilateralism 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/role-asia-and-pacific-global-governance-and-multilateralism) 

https://asean.org/storage/2012/05/Overview-of-ASEAN-UN-Cooperation-As-of-1-August-2017-clean.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/publications/role-asia-and-pacific-global-governance-and-multilateralism
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undermined the prospects of globalization and multilateralism. The state of multilateralism 
today stands at a critical juncture. 

 
In the age of the SDGs and Agenda 2030, the region’s 

challenge will be to lend support to the multilateral system and 
continue to maximize the benefits it offers while strengthening 
global institutions to enhance vigilance and be more effective in 
containing and managing attendant risks. The global governance 
system and multilateralism needs strong political will and urgent 
collective action to support its evolution toward greater 
inclusiveness. 

 
The Asia-Pacific region is likely to continue expanding its 

role in support of a new multilateralism, while concurrently 
deepening regional integration, strengthening regional 
connectivity, and combatting climate change and related disasters. Greater presence of 
ASEAN across the UN platforms is essential to showcase the most successful model of 
multilateralism in the Asia-Pacific region at a time when it is badly needed. 
 
1.1.2. Implementation of ASEAN-UN Plan of Action 2016-2020 

 
The ASEAN-UN Plan of Action 2016-2020 (POA) was 

formally adopted by the 8th ASEAN-UN Summit in September 
2016. It is an important vehicle in the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda to support the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and 
employing the ASEAN-UN cooperation mechanism to support 
ASEAN in its leadership positioning for regional integration 
aligned to the 2030 Agenda and to promote multilateralism.   

 
Through the implementation of the POA, the ASEAN-

ESCAP partnership further nurtures multilateralism by promoting 
cross border transport, energy and information and 
communications technology connectivity as well as disaster risk reduction.  
 

The POA identifies strategic priorities, activities and measures to be undertaken by 
the UN and ASEAN to support the realization of the ASEAN 2025: Forging Ahead Together7 
and the 2030 Agenda in a complementary manner.  It also serves as the guidepost for further 
planning, including the possible development of frameworks and work plans as initiated by 
the respective ASEAN sectoral bodies and their UN counterparts.   

 
Under the Economic and Socio-Cultural pillars as well as Cross-Sectoral collaboration, 

ESCAP and ASEAN have taken steps to strengthen collaborations and scaled up support for 
delivering inclusive and sustainable development through the ASEAN Vision 2025 and the 
2030 Agenda. One of the biggest accomplishments has been the recognition that there are 
clear complementarities between two Agendas. The Complementarities Report, launched at 

                                                      
7 ASEAN 2025: Forging Ahead Together (https://asean.org/?static_post=asean-2025-forging-ahead-together) 

https://asean.org/?static_post=asean-2025-forging-ahead-together
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the ASEAN-UN Summit in 2017, recommended seven new flagships that require cross sectoral 
and cross-pillars approaches and can accelerate the simultaneous achievement of dual 
objectives of both Agendas, focusing on: resilience, infrastructure, sustainable consumption 
and production, poverty eradication, and sustainable management of natural resources. 
 

The effective coordination made in implementing the ASEAN-UN POA shows clear 
enhancement in quality of actions taken since the adoption of the POA. ESCAP will continue 
to invest in the effective and coordinated implementation of the POA under the economic 
and socio-cultural pillars as well as cross-sectoral section. The partnership is an example of 
how the ESCAP, ASEAN and UN agencies are providing a unified and cohesive policy voice at 
the regional level and coordinating its support across the sustainable development agenda, 
facilitated by the ESCAP supported UN Regional Coordination Mechanism (RCM).   

 
 

II. The Implementation of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in ASEAN region 
 
While Asia and the Pacific region, including the South-East 

Asia subregion, has made progress towards achieving several SDGs, 
the region needs to accelerate efforts across all sectors for them to 
be achieved by 2030. In the face of transboundary challenges such 
as climate change, natural disasters, connectivity, energy security or 
ecosystem degradation, regional cooperation can link global goals to 
domestic commitments and implementation.8 
 

The 2030 Agenda acknowledges the importance of regional 
dimensions, regional integration and interconnectivity in sustainable 
development. Regional frameworks can facilitate the translation of 
sustainable development policies into concrete action at the subregional and national levels. 
Follow-up and review at the regional and subregional level can provide opportunities for peer 
learning, sharing of good practices and lesson learned and discussion of shared targets, while 
inclusive regional and subregional processes can draw on reviews at the national level and 
contribute to follow-up and review at the global level. 

 
Recognizing the opportunities for enhanced regional 

cooperation, the countries of the region have developed a Regional 
Roadmap for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development in Asia and the Pacific.  It identifies priority areas on 
which regional cooperation needs to focus to promote the balanced 
integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development in 
a set of priority areas. These include rising inequalities, disaster risk 
reduction and resilience, climate change, the management of 
natural resources, transport, ICT and energy connectivity, all of 
which are relevant to the South-East Asia countries. Priority actions 
under the means of implementation for the 2030 Agenda are also 

                                                      
8 Support for the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: Products, Services and 
Expertise (https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/SDG-BOOKLET-FINAL-v4.pdf). 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/SDG-BOOKLET-FINAL-v4.pdf
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identified in the Regional Roadmap, including data and statistics, technology, finance, policy 
coherence and partnerships.9  
 
2.1. Progress of SDG achievements in ASEAN - Overview 
 

  The Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2019 analyses 
SDGs trends and assesses progress towards the SDGs and the gaps 
which must be closed for these to be achieved by 2030. The 
assessment in the report is designed to ensure countries’ actions 
remain on target, shortcomings are addressed as they arise, and all 
interested parties remain engaged. It is an invaluable resource for 
stakeholders involved in prioritisation, planning, implementation 
and follow-up of the 2030 Agenda.10  
 

The snapshot of SDG progress in 2018 (Figure 1) shows that, 
similarly to the overall progress of Asia Pacific, the ASEAN subregion 
will not be able to achieve the 17 Goals by 2030 at the current pace of progress.  ASEAN has 
made significant headway towards reducing poverty (Goal 1), ensuring affordable and clean 
energy (Goal 7) and developing industry, innovation (Goal 9). However, many targets within 
these Goals, such as Target 7.2 on renewable energy, will not be achieved, if the pace of 
implementation is not accelerated. 

 
Course correction is 

required in reducing inequalities 
(Goal 10), taking climate actions 
(Goal 13) and ensuring peace, 
justice and strong institutions 
(Goal 16).   

 
 The anticipated progress 

in 2018 in ASEAN reflects the 
overall progress in Asia Pacific 
when nearly 80 per cent of the 
measurable SDG targets in 
ASEAN require accelerating the 
current pace of change or a 
complete course correction.  

 
It should be noted that a quarter of targets that have worsened or require acceleration 

in ASEAN are linked to natural resources management and climate actions. These include 
renewable energy, management of chemicals and wastes, reducing air pollution, and the 
conservation of biodiversity, to name a few. 
 

                                                      
9 Regional Roadmap for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Asia and the Pacific 
(https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/SDGs-Regional-Roadmap.pdf).   
10 Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2019 (https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-and-pacific-sdg-
progress-report-2019). 

Figure 1: Snapshot of SDG progress in 2018: ASEAN 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/SDGs-Regional-Roadmap.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-and-pacific-sdg-progress-report-2019
https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-and-pacific-sdg-progress-report-2019
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2.2.  Complementarities with ASEAN Community Vision 2025 
 

There are clear complementarities between the ASEAN Vision 2025 and the UN 2030 
Agenda that can be harnessed to promote solutions across the economic and social cultural 
pillars.  ASEAN has its own ambitious vision and blueprints with a set of priorities that support 
and closely coincide with the SDGs.  The ASEAN countries declared in 2015 that “We underline 
the complementarity of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with 
ASEAN community building efforts to uplift the standards of living of our peoples.”11  To help 
attain its ambitions and the SDGs, ASEAN has forged a ‘Complementarities Initiative’. The 
Complementarities Initiative can ensure that the ASEAN community building process 
complements and supports efforts of member states in attaining the SDGs and vice versa.  
Theses complementarities between the ASEAN Vision 2025 and the 2030 Agenda can be 
jointly addressed through action in priority areas identified in the Plan of Action. 

 
The report on ‘Complementarities between the ASEAN 

Community Vision 2025 and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development: A Framework for Action’12 or ‘Complementarities 
Report’ is the first outcome of the initiative to identify 
complementarities between two Agendas, and to support ASEAN 
member States to implement the agendas in an integrated way. It 
presents a framework for identifying complementarities and 
proposes a number of flagship initiatives to support ASEAN to 
simultaneously translate the ASEAN Vision 2025 and the 2030 
Agenda from political aspiration to practical implementation. 

 
The priority areas identified in the report are cross-cutting in nature and while not 

exhaustive they represent high-leverage entry points for action to support complementarity. 
Taken together, these five priorities represent a significant subset of the 2030 Agenda and 
summarize important outcomes of the ASEAN Vision 2025 which focus on economic 
prosperity, connectivity, people, well-being and environmental sustainability. These priority 
areas are composite: addressing one of them can lead to addressing other multiple interlinked, 
cross-cutting issues, and actions taken under these themes would simultaneously lead to 
implementation of an important subset of both Agendas. 
 
2.2.1. Key areas of analysis from complementarities report 
 

The framework developed for this report presents complementarities at all levels of 
the Vision 2025 and the 2030 Agenda, including: goals and objectives; values and operational 
principles; cross-cutting themes for actions; and implementation mechanisms. The report 
highlights the following set of common values and principles to underpin actions that are 
meant to simultaneously address the two agendas: People-centered: putting people first in 

                                                      
11 Kuala Lumpur Declaration on ASEAN 2025: Forging Ahead Together 22 November 2015. 
(https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/KL-Declaration-on-ASEAN-2025-Forging-Ahead-
Together.pdf) 
12 Complementarities between the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and the United Nations 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development: A Framework for Action 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/complementarities-between-asean-vision-2025-and-2030-agenda) 

https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/KL-Declaration-on-ASEAN-2025-Forging-Ahead-Together.pdf
https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/KL-Declaration-on-ASEAN-2025-Forging-Ahead-Together.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/publications/complementarities-between-asean-vision-2025-and-2030-agenda
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the vision of a prosperous society; Inclusive: leaving no one behind, especially the vulnerable, 
as society develops; Sustainable: providing social and economic benefits within planetary 
boundaries; Resilient with enhanced capacity to respond to shocks and challenges; Dynamic 
and innovative in the provision of social services and health care; Built around peace, stability 
and justice in a prosperous world; and Partnerships based: collaborating to support 
implementation. 
 

Analysis in the complementarities report show that ASEAN Member States have made 
notable progress in promoting economic, social and environmental advancement. In order to 
maintain this progress and to meet the Vision 2025 and the 2030 Agenda, ASEAN countries 
will need to accelerate efforts. The report shows that one of the best ways to achieve this is 
to focus on the complementarities between the two Agendas. Seven flagships that could 
support concrete action were proposed to efficiently draw on limited resources and to deliver 
high-impact and inclusive benefits across a broad range of sustainable development priorities.   

 
 

III. Key areas of ESCAP-ASEAN Cooperation 
 
It is envisioned that ASEAN as vibrant, sustainable and highly integrated economies, 

will become more so through enhanced ASEAN Connectivity as well as strengthened efforts 
in narrowing the development gap within and between ASEAN member States, including 
through the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI), and will seize opportunities and address 
challenges in the coming decade. 

 
The ESCAP Secretariat provides three interconnected core services to member 

countries, including the ASEAN, in support of national and regional implementation of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development:  
 

1. Policy advocacy, research and analysis (think tank role) - serves as a source of 
knowledge, data, statistics and evidence-based analysis on priority policy issues; 

2. Normative support and regional dialogue (intergovernmental convening role) - 
convenes inter-governmental processes to foster regional dialogue and common 
understanding on SDG related issues, exchange of good practices; adapt global 
agreements into region-specific norms and standards; and 

3. Technical support, advisory services and capacity building (operational role) - 
provides policy advice and targeted capacity development on regional and global 
agreements and trans-boundary and sub-regional issues and multi-country 
(South-South and North-South) and multi-disciplinary thematic areas. 

 
Recent ESCAP’s knowledge products on  ASEAN and South-East Asia include: 

Complementarities between the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and the United Nations 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development: : A Framework for Action; ASEAN SDG baseline; 
Fostering Women’s Entrepreneurship in ASEAN; Specific Hazards: Handbook on Geospatial 
Decision Support in ASEAN Countries; Sharing Space-based Information: Procedural 
Guidelines for Disaster Emergency Responses in ASEAN Countries; Innovations in Disaster 
Rapid Assessment: A Framework for Early Recovery in ASEAN Countries; Trade Facilitation 
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and Paperless Trade Implementation in ASEAN; and Ready for the dry years: Building 
resilience to drought in Southeast Asia. 

 
As part of the ASEAN-UN Joint Strategic Plan of Action on Disaster Management, 

ESCAP is contributing to improving the understanding and scientific assessment of slow-onset 
disasters (e.g., drought) to build resilience and foster a culture of prevention.  ESCAP 
continues to work with ASEAN on enhancing capacities for sub-seasonal to seasonal 
prediction and building resilience to disasters.  Responding to one of the current ASEAN 
Chair’s priorities for this year, ESCAP has provided advisory services and supported the 
implementation of the ASEAN Smart Cities Network (ASCN) and selected cities in the network 
to facilitate technical cooperation on smart cities and sustainable urbanization strategies.  In 
the first half of 2018, ESCAP provided advisory support to selected cities within the ASCN. 

 
3.1.  Infrastructure and Connectivity: Transport, Energy, and ICT 
 

Improvements in regional connectivity in terms of transport, information and 
communications technology and trade will boost economic growth and are of critical 
significance in achieving sustainable development. The gap analysis shows that major 
improvements in transport infrastructure, communication and the provision of modern 
energy, water and sanitation will need to occur over the coming decades to further improve 
the economic competitiveness, livability and human capital and health in the ASEAN region. 
While the existing trend points in the right direction even doubling current efforts could leave 
a gap for most indicators that requires additional policy attention.   
 

The vision for ASEAN Connectivity 2025 is to achieve a seamlessly and 
comprehensively connected and integrated ASEAN that will promote competitiveness, 
inclusiveness, and a greater sense of Community.13 Connectivity in ASEAN encompasses the 
physical (e.g., transport, ICT, and energy), institutional (e.g., trade, investment, and services 
liberalization), and people-to-people linkages (e.g., education, culture, and tourism). 
 

The UN 2030 Agenda covers infrastructure very broadly transportation, energy, water 
and sanitation, and ICT.  Under the ASEAN-UN Plan of Action 2016-2020, ESCAP has been 
called on to continue and strengthen its support for regional connectivity in areas as 
transportation, trade, energy and ICT.  Overall, ESCAP supports ASEAN to expand regional 
connectivity and to ensure that the region’s growing prosperity is more widely shared through 
the implementation of the ASEAN Master Plan on Connectivity 2025, the ASEAN Transport 
Strategic Plan (2016-2025) and the ESCAP Regional Action Programme on Sustainable 
Transport Connectivity (2017-2021). 
 
3.1.1. Transport Connectivity 
 

Transport connectivity has been recognised by the ASEAN as the fundamental for the 
ASEAN economic development and integration as it plays a crucial role in the movement of 
goods, services, capital and people. It also provides great support in binding ASEAN’s 

                                                      
13 Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 2025 (MPAC 2025) (https://asean.org/storage/2016/09/Master-Plan-on-
ASEAN-Connectivity-20251.pdf) 

https://asean.org/storage/2016/09/Master-Plan-on-ASEAN-Connectivity-20251.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2016/09/Master-Plan-on-ASEAN-Connectivity-20251.pdf
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economies closer together and in building the ASEAN Economic Community that is so vital for 
the future of ASEAN nations.14  

 
The sector has the potential to contribute to sustainable 

development if more sustainable modes of transport are more 
widely used.  There were stark differences among ASEAN member 
countries in 2015 with very low levels of road and transport 
infrastructure in Myanmar and Cambodia and fairly high levels, 
even by international comparison, in Brunei, Malaysia and 
Singapore. 

 
The effectiveness and efficiency of moving people and 

freight by air, water, road and rail transport are important for 
economic and human development in the region. This is covered in 
SDG 9 and target 9.1 which focus on quality, reliability, affordability, equitable access and the 
resilience of transport infrastructure including trans-border infrastructure. Goal 11 has a 
focus on urban infrastructure with target 11.2 aiming to ensure accessible and sustainable 
transport systems with a high share of public transport. 

 
For transport connectivity, ESCAP supports the development and implementation of 

transport facilitation measures, agreements and standards through well-established 
frameworks and guidelines, among others.  ESCAP has worked closely with ASEAN member 
States and continued to support them in enhancing transport infrastructure, networks, and 
operations through dedicated activities on transportation networks (Asian Highway, Trans-
Asian Railway, etc.), dry ports, sustainable urban transport, and road safety. 
 
3.1.2. Energy Connectivity and Access to Electricity 
 
 To power continued social and economic development, 
demand for energy in ASEAN countries is set to increase over the 
coming decades.  Meeting this demand, particularly for electricity, 
will remain a primary concern.  Doing so sustainably, while 
ensuring the affordability and reliability of supply should shape 
ASEAN countries’ transition to more sustainable energy sources.   
 

The availability of and equal access to energy, particularly 
the electricity, is fundamental for participating in modern society 
in terms of communication and enabling people to use electrical 
appliances that help reduce household chores and free up time for 
participation in the formal economy, especially for women. Hence, 
availability of electricity is also important for economic and social development.   

 
Although access to electricity increased by 46 per cent in South-East Asia, from 46 per 

cent in 1990 to 92 per cent in 2014, 24 per cent of the population still has no access to 

                                                      
14 Kuala Lumpur Transport Strategic Plan (ASEAN Transport Strategic Plan) 2016-2025 
(https://www.asean.org/storage/2016/01/11/publication/KUALA_LUMPUR_TRANSPORT_STRATEGIC_PLAN.pd
f) 

https://www.asean.org/storage/2016/01/11/publication/KUALA_LUMPUR_TRANSPORT_STRATEGIC_PLAN.pdf
https://www.asean.org/storage/2016/01/11/publication/KUALA_LUMPUR_TRANSPORT_STRATEGIC_PLAN.pdf
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electricity, a large number of whom will be living in Indonesia, Myanmar, the Philippines and 
Viet Nam, according ESCAP’s report15.  This access level will increase by 6 per cent by 2030. 
Access to electricity in a modern energy system is universal in Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, 
Thailand and Viet Nam, and has reached a rate of around 87 per cent across the region.  

 
For energy connectivity, ESCAP supports the development of national roadmaps for 

promoting SDG7 and aligning the existing national energy strategies with SDG7 with a 
regional perspective and conducts energy infrastructure analysis and mapping at sub 
regional and country levels.  Currently, ESCAP is conducting a Joint Study on “Pathways for 
Energy Interconnection in ASEAN: Accelerating Energy Transition for Sustainable and 
Resilient Societies” with the ASEAN Centre for Energy (ACE) and the Global Energy 
Interconnection Development Cooperation (GEIDCO).16  
 
3.1.3. ICT Connectivity 

 
For seamless, affordable and reliable regional ICT (i.e., broadband) connectivity, well-

balanced sea/land-based connectivity and the Internet traffic exchange connectivity are both 
essential.  Broadband is the effective and efficiency way of moving information (voice, data 
and images) at high speed over the Internet and other networks. 

 
While the Internet access is high across the region, there is also a widening digital 

divide which needs to be bridged. Fundamental infrastructure for ICT is essential to underpin 
innovation and technological progress. In the region, there is room for countries to improve 
their ICT infrastructure, such as availability, access and affordability of broadband, Wi-Fi and 
mobile data-intensive services. A major investment push can help countries to deploy such 
backbone infrastructure. 

 
The availability and affordability of modern means of communication is viewed as an 

important factor to achieving the outcomes of the development vision for ASEAN in seamless 
connectivity.  Developing an ASEAN broadband network is perhaps one of the major regional 
investment projects and of utmost importance for modernizing ASEAN economies and 
businesses. 

 
For ICT connectivity, ESCAP supports feasibility studies on broadband connectivity, 

training on use of ICT for sustainable development through the Academy of ICT Essentials 
for Government Leaders and the Women ICT Frontier Initiative (WIFI) and has conducted 
the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway (AP-IS) pre-feasibility and feasibility study for 
ASEAN region17.  ESCAP updated the AP-IS topology in ASEAN region and CLMV countries in 

                                                      
15 Energy Transition Pathways for the 2030 Agenda in Asia and the Pacific: Regional Trends Report on Energy 
for Sustainable Development 2018; Review of Developments in Transport in Asia and the Pacific 2017 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/energy-transition-pathways-2030-agenda-asia-and-pacific-regional-
trends-report-energy) 
16 Pathways for Energy Connectivity in ASEAN – Accelerating Energy Transition for Sustainable and Resilient 
Societies (http://www.aseanenergy.org/articles/pathways-for-energy-connectivity-in-asean-accelerating-
energy-transition-for-sustainable-and-resilient-societies/) 
17 A Pre-Feasibility Study on the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway in the ASEAN Sub-region: 
Conceptualization, International Traffic & Quality Analysis, Network Topology Design and Implementation 
Model (https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ASEAN%20report%20final.pdf) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/energy-transition-pathways-2030-agenda-asia-and-pacific-regional-trends-report-energy
https://www.unescap.org/publications/energy-transition-pathways-2030-agenda-asia-and-pacific-regional-trends-report-energy
http://www.aseanenergy.org/articles/pathways-for-energy-connectivity-in-asean-accelerating-energy-transition-for-sustainable-and-resilient-societies/
http://www.aseanenergy.org/articles/pathways-for-energy-connectivity-in-asean-accelerating-energy-transition-for-sustainable-and-resilient-societies/
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ASEAN%20report%20final.pdf
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2017 and will organize capacity development workshops for ICT policy and decision makers, 
with special focus on CLMV countries. 
 
3.2. Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience in ASEAN 

 
In Asia-Pacific, disaster risk is outpacing disaster resilience. 

The gap between risk and resilience-building is growing in those 
countries with the least capacity to prepare for and respond to 
disasters.  Disasters in the region are becoming more complex, 
often tending to affect multiple countries, and bring about 
cascading impacts. Many of these disasters are transboundary in 
nature, such as floods, droughts, tropical cyclones, earthquakes, 
tsunamis and sand and dust storms. Using information, 
communication and innovative technologies such as geospatial 
services, and strengthened regional cooperation can help prevent 
disasters from undermining the SDGs.  

 
The 2030 Agenda aims to reach everyone – to leave no one behind and the principle 

of the disaster resilience is central to the 2030 Agenda. If governments are to protect their 
most vulnerable people, they must ensure that national development strategies are firmly 
grounded in disaster resilience.  Natural disasters can destroy the outcomes of years of work 
and investment by communities, governments and development organizations.  

 
The analysis from the complementarities report shows that there are considerable 

gaps in four key capacities that need to be strengthened or established to improve resilience 
of a national economy and society, namely, adaptive, anticipatory, absorptive and 
transformative capacities. Empowering governments in ASEAN member countries to deliver 
conditions for resilience that enable adaptive governance and management will require new 
levels of transparency, cross-agency collaboration and new forms of communication that 
allow for experiments and innovation in enhancing resilience of people, processes and 
infrastructure to replace the traditional risk management and post-disaster focus. 

 
From 2000-2016, South-East Asia has been the most disaster-prone subregion in 

terms of fatalities, compared to other Asia-Pacific sub-regions.18  Within the same period, the 
subregion has had 362,000 deaths and 259 million people affected, largely from earthquakes, 
storms and floods. Estimated damage over this period at US$ 73 billion was also mainly from 
these disasters.  
 

South-East Asia is also prone to a range of high-impact natural hazards, including 
cyclones, seasonal flooding, landslides, droughts, fires and earthquakes. But widespread 
poverty and poor infrastructure mean that the country finds it difficult to prepare for, or 
recover from, such events. This capacity has also been eroded by many factors, including 
conflict. This interplay of natural hazards and human-induced risks has increased the 
vulnerability of the poor, especially women and children, and reduced access to basic social 

                                                      
18 Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 2017 - Leave No One Behind: Disaster Resilience for Sustainable Development 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-disaster-report-2017-leave-no-one-behind) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-disaster-report-2017-leave-no-one-behind
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services. The poorest suffered extensive damage and loss of livelihoods, employment and 
income. Communities lost income-earning opportunities for a substantial period – including 
smallholder farmers, communities dependent on small-scale inshore and off-shore fishing, 
and the landless poor and skilled workers.  

 
The most attention usually goes to ‘intensive’ disasters like 

earthquakes and strong typhoons, but the cumulative damage, 
particularly for the poor, is often greater for ‘extensive’ disasters 
such as droughts, persistent flooding, and small or middle scale 
storms that deliver low-intensity but recurrent shocks.  Slow-onset 
disasters like droughts are not well reported but they can have 
considerable impacts. In addition, El Niño-induced droughts 
affected most countries in South-East Asia. Viet Nam had its worst 
drought in 90 years, affecting 52 out of 63 provinces with a state of 
emergency declared, affecting over 2 million people. Hardest hit 
are the poor, especially farming communities that rely on regular rainfall for their annual 
crops – and have few resources to fall back on when the rains fail.  They are already likely to 
live on the degraded land that is most vulnerable to the effects of drought.19 

 
Building resilience in the sub-region will be a fundamental for the continued 

development of ASEAN countries.  Rising inequality and diminishing social cohesion, volatility 
of economic development, and climate impacts are pressure points that are converging 
rapidly creating a more unpredictable context for policy and planning in the ASEAN region 
and elsewhere. Disasters can lead to widening disparities in income and will thus exacerbate 
inequalities.  Planning for disasters resilience should be both robust and comprehensive. Early 
warning systems should reach everyone likely to be affected.  

 
The objective of building resilience for disasters should remain to focus on leaving no 

one behind, including in the urban areas.  Urban growth is taking shape on vulnerable lands, 
along river banks, drainage channels and steep slopes that are exposed to hazards. If a 
disaster strikes these cities, the poor will be hit the hardest. Resilience can be facilitated and 
strengthened through international and regional cooperation. ESCAP member countries can 
ensure that populations and countries with low capacity can make use of technologies 
through partnerships and regional cooperation.  

 
ESCAP supports the implementation of the ASEAN-UN Joint Strategic Plan of Action 

on Disaster Management 2016-2020 (JSPADM) as the UN agency lead of the priority 
programme on risk awareness and assessment, the ASEAN Declaration on Culture of 
Prevention, and the ‘One ASEAN, One Response’ disaster resilience strategy.  ESCAP has 
supported the efforts of countries to develop multi-hazard early warning systems using 
geospatial information and innovative digital technologies and used space-based and 
geospatial information for hazards assessments. It also convenes inter-governmental 
platforms to take stock of the state of disaster risk in the region, identify disaster risk 
reduction priorities, and promote and coordinate the planning and implementation of 

                                                      
19 Ready for the Dry Years: Building resilience to drought in Southeast Asia, forthcoming, 2019 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/ready-dry-years-building-resilience-drought-south-east-asia) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/ready-dry-years-building-resilience-drought-south-east-asia
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measures for minimizing the casualties and economic damages caused by disasters.  ESCAP 
will continue to improve analysis to enhance regional knowledge on disaster risk and 
resilience, promote the wide dissemination of such knowledge, identify challenges and 
opportunities for data-sharing and provide the analytical basis for regional cooperation. 
 
3.3. Inequality and Poverty 
 

South-East Asia has made extraordinary strides in recent 
decades. Growth in per capita incomes has been among the fastest 
in the world.  However, the impressive economic growth and 
remarkable achievements in poverty reduction have not closed the 
income gap between the rich and the poor, nor the unequal access 
to basic services. Robust economic growth has not been creating 
sufficient decent job opportunities. These gaps disproportionately 
affect women and the vulnerable segments of society such as 
ageing population. They also hamper inclusive growth, undermine 
social cohesion and contribute to unsustainable production and 
consumption patterns. These gaps undermine efforts to achieving 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and especially the promise to “leave no one 
behind.” 

 
The inequality issue cuts across goals and priority areas of the 2030 Agenda and the 

ASEAN Blueprints 2025. SDG 1 (1.1) targets eradicating extreme poverty for all people 
everywhere, currently measured as people living on less than $1.25 a day by 2030 while the 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) Blueprints 2025 can contribute to the global efforts to 
engender a more equitable and inclusive economic growth, reduce and eradicate poverty, 
sustain high growth rates of per capita and maintain the rise of middle class.  In addition, SDG 
8 (8.1) emphasizes sustaining per capita economic growth in accordance with national 
circumstances and, in particular, at least 7 per cent gross domestic product growth per annum 
in the LDCs and SDG 10 (10.1) tries to progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the 
bottom 40 per cent of the population at a rate higher than the national average by 2030. 

 
While globalization may promote economic growth, it may also cause income 

inequality to rise at the country level.  The economic cost of ignoring income inequality within 
and between countries is large and significant. The more unequally distributed income, the 
less opportunities people will have to invest in entrepreneurial activities, limiting economic 
growth.  In other words, high- and persistent-income inequality may lead to equally high and 
persistent inequality of opportunities. 

 
In South-East Asia, the picture is mixed, with Indonesia and Singapore experiencing 

increases in income inequality and others including Malaysia and Thailand seeing declines. 
Income inequality in South-East Asia increased from 32.6 to 39.1.  Within the sub-region, 
inequality increased in Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam and decreased in Cambodia, 
Malaysia, and Thailand.20 It is also important to note that some ASEAN low-income countries 

                                                      
20 Inequality in Asia and the Pacific in the era of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; Fostering 
Women’s Entrepreneurship in ASEAN (https://www.unescap.org/publications/inequality-asia-and-pacific-era-
2030-agenda-sustainable-development) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/inequality-asia-and-pacific-era-2030-agenda-sustainable-development
https://www.unescap.org/publications/inequality-asia-and-pacific-era-2030-agenda-sustainable-development
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have still a considerable share of their population engaged in subsistence agriculture which 
means they require a much lower level of monetary income than households that depend on 
the market. 

 
Income inequality is strongly linked to other dimensions of development, with obvious 

impact on opportunities such as access to education, health care, finance, clean energy and 
water and sanitation.  Reducing income inequality can play a pivotal role in shaping inclusive 
economic growth.  For example, a 1 percentage point increase in the Gini coefficient reduces 
GDP per capita, on average, by US$154 for countries in the Asia-Pacific region.  The Asia-
Pacific region could have lifted around 153 million more people out of poverty if income 
inequality had not increased in 10 countries during the past decade. 

 
While some level of income inequality is both acceptable and expected to reflect 

differing levels of individual effort and talent, no inequality in access to opportunities and 
empowerment should be permissible in countries aspiring to the commitments and 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda. The South East Asian countries that stand out as 
particularly unequal with respect to core opportunities are Cambodia, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Myanmar, and Timor-Leste. Conversely, Thailand has on average 
significantly lower inequalities in access to the same opportunities. 
 
Women’s entrepreneurship 
 

A larger presence of women in the workforce and the 
elevation of women to prominent positions can help foster income 
equality, diversify the economy, and boost the profitability and 
efficiency of businesses. Women also tend to use their incomes 
more productively and at the same time gender inequality creates 
an average income loss of 17.5 per cent in the long-term. 21  
Entrepreneurship is a key means through which women can both 
empower themselves and contribute to inclusive and sustainable 
development. A vital part of this agenda includes the 61.3 million 
women who own and operate businesses within the ASEAN. 

 
  ESCAP has supported the development of national legislation and policies for social 
inclusion, including on old age income security and women’s entrepreneurship and 
promoted the use of ICT to support women entrepreneurship through the Women ICT 
Frontier Initiative (WIFI) as well as published a study on “Fostering Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in ASEAN”.  ESCAP also supports national and regional level analysis to 
support social development and policy transformation on ageing and women’s economic 
empowerment and undertakes periodic regional follow up and review of global and 
regional strategies and plans, such as Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) 
and Beijing Platform for Action (BPA), for social inclusion. 

                                                      
21 Fostering Women's Entrepreneurship in ASEAN: Transforming Prospects, Transforming Societies 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/fostering-womens-entrepreneurship-asean-transforming-prospects-
transforming-societies) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/fostering-womens-entrepreneurship-asean-transforming-prospects-transforming-societies
https://www.unescap.org/publications/fostering-womens-entrepreneurship-asean-transforming-prospects-transforming-societies
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Ageing Population and the ASEAN 
 
 Governments in the region are increasingly recognizing 

that population ageing is already a challenge to achieving our 
United Nations 2030 Agenda. It has significant impact on 
economies, societies and the environment. People now live longer 
than before, which is a positive outcome of development. 
Population ageing is a trend that cannot be stopped. It requires 
adequate policies and government action for countries to maintain 
sustainable economic growth, eradicate poverty and address 
inequalities.22 

 
The Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing 

(MIPAA) is a global initiative that was adopted at the Second World 
Assembly on Ageing in 2002. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was aligned with 
the Madrid Plan of Action and recognizes the latter’s three priority areas to meet the 
challenges of rapidly ageing societies: older persons and development; advancing health and 
well-being into old age; and ensuring enabling and supportive environments. 

 
The majority of older persons are working in the informal sector without decent pay 

or income security.  Although a relatively high percentage of older persons still work in many 
countries, they often do not have access to decent work and may earn a low income.  Income 
inequalities are likely to increase with population ageing because households of older persons 
either have no income or income that is significantly small. If the proportion of the older 
population increases, increasing income inequalities can be expected (Deaton and Paxson, 
1997).  When population growth slows, capital intensity increases, thus widening income 
inequality (Piketty, 2014). 

 
South-East Asia had a modest proportion of the oldest-old among their populations 

aged 60 or older (between 10 and 15 per cent) in 2016; but this share is projected to increase 
to around 15–16 per cent by 2050.  Social protection systems are essential to reduce old-age 
poverty. Contributory pension systems not only prevent the poverty, they also contribute to 
consumption smoothing and increase savings, which are important requisites for ensuring 
continued and sustainable economic growth in ageing societies.  The challenge is that the 
coverage of contributory pension schemes is minimal in South-East Asia.  With effective 
policies, population ageing can herald a period of sustained development progress. 

 
ESCAP is providing support to the ASEAN Member States on implementing the 

MIPAA and conducted the third regional review and will continue supporting ASEAN in the 
preparation of a draft action plan for implementation of the Kuala Lumpur Declaration on 
Population Ageing in ASEAN. ESCAP also facilitates regional and subregional dialogue on 
policies to address population ageing. 

 

                                                      
22 Addressing the Challenges of Population Ageing in Asia and the Pacific: Implementation of the Madrid 
International Plan of Action on Ageing (https://www.unescap.org/publications/addressing-challenges-
population-ageing-asia-and-pacific-implementation-madrid) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/addressing-challenges-population-ageing-asia-and-pacific-implementation-madrid
https://www.unescap.org/publications/addressing-challenges-population-ageing-asia-and-pacific-implementation-madrid
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3.4. Sustainable Consumption and Production 
 

Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP) has been declared by the United 
Nations as one of the “overarching objectives of, and essential requirements for, sustainable 
development” (UN, 2002). It prominently features as an SDG (Goal 12: Ensure sustainable 
consumption and production patterns) in the 2030 Agenda, which calls for the 
implementation of the 10 YFP with shared but differentiated responsibilities for developed 
and developing countries. Furthermore, it is reflected as a cross-cutting objective of the larger 
framework, including in addressing social objectives such as to end poverty (Goal 1) and 
hunger (Goal 2), promoting well-being for all (Goal 3), and employment (Goal 8), and as means 
to sustainability objectives such as sustainable management of water and sanitation (Goal 6), 
resilient infrastructure (Goal 9), and access to energy (Goal 7). 

 
In particularly, SDG 8 (8.4) is to improve progressively, through 2030, global resource 

efficiency in consumption and production and endeavour to decouple economic growth from 
environmental degradation, in accordance with the 10-year framework of programmes on 
sustainable consumption and production, with developed countries taking the lead.  ASEAN 
recognises the importance of sustainable economic development as an integral part of the 
region’s growth strategy. Protection of the environment and natural resources supports 
economic growth and vice versa. ASEAN would actively promote green development by 
developing a sustainable growth agenda that promotes the use of clean energy and related 
technologies, including renewable energy through green technology, as well as enhances 
sustainable consumption and production, and including it in national development plans. 

 
The ASEAN Economic Community 2025 Consolidated Strategic Action Plan B.8. on 

sustainable economic development aims to promote green development by developing a 
sustainable growth agenda that promotes the use of clean energy and related technologies, 
including renewable energy through green technology, as well as enhances sustainable 
consumption and production.  Similarly, the framework for reporting on ASEAN Socio-Cultural 
Community sectoral bodies’ implementation of the sectoral work plans contains a section on 
‘sustainable consumption and production’ (C.4.), which aims to enhance capacity of relevant 
stakeholders to implement sound waste management and energy efficiency. 

 
As mentioned, the analysis from the complementarities report shows that the outlook 

for material footprint of government and household consumption and capital investment in 
the ASEAN region until 2030 suggests a strong increase in all aspects of consumption and 
additional growth in emissions. These will go hand in hand with the ongoing industrial and 
urban transition in the region. Making overall resource productivity and decoupling of 
economic activity from environmental pressure an overall policy objective of the ASEAN 
community would make it possible to align economic growth with environmental and social 
objectives and would place the ASEAN region in a globally competitive position.  

 
The eco-efficiency of productive activities in a country can be expressed as the overall 

material input from domestic and foreign sources per unit of GDP that is accrued using these 
and other factor inputs. The lower the material intensity of the overall economy, the higher 
the eco-efficiency of the average business. 
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Greening SMEs in ASEAN 
 

Most ASEAN countries have 
shown improvements in their 
material intensity over time, with 
the exception of Lao PDR and Viet 
Nam. Both of these countries have 
invested in a resource-intensive 
economic development path, 
leading to rising material intensity 
over time.  Overall, only Singapore 
appears competitive internationally 
in eco-efficient industrial 
production.23  Most other countries 
display unfavourable overall 
material intensities which lead to higher production costs and larger environmental impacts. 

 
South-East Asia will face distinct challenges as the frontier technologies disrupt global 

value chains and undermine the model of labor-intensive, export-led manufacturing that has 
powered the ASEAN region’s growth. But the frontier technologies will also open 
opportunities for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) and offer the potential of 
enhanced productivity. 

 
One of the important factors in achieving SCP is the eco-efficiency of industry and the 

amounts of resources, waste and emissions required in the production of goods and services. 
The potential for eco-efficiency is often large and delivers a double dividend in cost savings 
and better environmental performance. Implementing eco-efficiency strategies at the 
industry level can also contribute to a positive perception of the social and environmental 
responsibility of a business, raising social licence to operate and increasing consumer demand 
for the products of such businesses. 

 
SMEs offer opportunities for enhanced economic development, including for those at 

times left behind. ASEAN Community Vision 2025 underscores strengthening the role of SMEs. 
A more structured and targeted SME programme will be instituted to enhance SMEs 
competitiveness, resilience and to enable greater benefits from ASEAN integration. Initiatives 
towards improved conducive policy environment for SMEs and enhanced market-related 
measures are required to support these objectives, and to drive SME productivity and 
innovation as well as inclusive and equitable development, and gender opportunities for 
micro enterprises and SMEs. 

 
The ESCAP’s initiative on Greening the SMEs in ASEAN has the potential to promote 

sustainable consumption and production as SMEs are key drivers of “eco-innovation,” and 
to help ASEAN SMEs remain competitive. 

 

                                                      
23 Indicators for Resource Effcient and Green Asia and the Pacifc. United Nations Environment Programme, 
Bangkok, 2015. 

Source: UN Environment 2017 Global Material Flows and 
Resource Productivity database 
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3.5. Regional Integration and Cross-Cutting: Trade Facilitation and Frontier Technology 
 

Transboundary challenges such as natural disasters and energy security require 
regional actions. Transboundary infrastructure networks can help reduce vulnerability, and 
cooperation can help develop energy solutions and ensure environmental protection of cross-
border resources and ecosystems. Regional economic cooperation and integration will 
facilitate better transport, energy and ICT connectivity which in turn will increase access to 
services such as education and health as well as electricity and markets for marginalized 
populations.  Regional integration supports the development of a cohesive regional economy 
that supports sustainable development by increasing and facilitating trade, investment, and 
green job creation as well as promoting and adoption of frontier technologies. 
 
3.5.1. Trade facilitation 
 

Reducing trade costs is essential for developing economies to effectively use trade as 
an engine of growth and sustainable development. As a result, trade facilitation and the 
digitalization of trade procedures have taken increasing importance as evidenced by the WTO 
Trade Facilitation Agreement, as well as the growing number of regional and subregional 
initiatives for facilitating the electronic exchange of information along international supply 
chains, including the ASEAN Single Window Agreement and the more recent Framework 
Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific.24 

 
ESCAP produced “Trade Facilitation and Paperless Trade 

Implementation in ASEAN” which presents an analysis of the results 
of the United Nations Global Survey on Trade Facilitation and 
Paperless Trade Implementation for ASEAN countries. The Survey 
provides information on the implementation of selected measures 
under the WTO TFA, as well as on the implementation of 
innovative, technology-driven measures aimed at enabling trade 
using electronic rather than paper-based data and documentation 
- otherwise referred to as “paperless trade”. 

 
The Survey found that ASEAN implementation rate of the measures stands at 64.3 per 

cent and implementation of trade facilitation and paperless trade is at 73.7 per cent. 
Implementation rate of ASEAN as a group improved from 59 per cent to 64 per cent between 
2015 and 2017. Implementation of “inclusive” trade facilitation measures to promote SME 
and women participation in trade remains low and ASEAN may further promote such 
measures. 

 
ESCAP continues to support ASEAN member States in trade facilitation, paperless 

trade, and implementation of the ASEAN Single Window.  The Framework Agreement on 
Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific (FA) is opened to ASEAN 
Member States for signature/ ratification/accession since October 2016.   
 

                                                      
24 Trade Facilitation and Paperless Trade Implementation in ASEAN 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/trade-facilitation-and-paperless-trade-implementation-asean) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/trade-facilitation-and-paperless-trade-implementation-asean
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3.5.2. Frontier Technology 
 
Science, technology and innovation can play a vital role in supporting sustainable 

development. The Asia-Pacific region is characterized by large disparities across countries.  
The challenge is to bridge these gaps and address the digital divide, to enable member States 
to take advantage of technologies and nurture an innovative environment. Inclusive policies 
could be adopted to use technologies to reduce inequalities. 

 
A more recent concern is that technological progress and frontier technologies – 

leading to the Fourth Industrial Revolution – could magnify inequalities by, for example, 
generating significant job losses among certain lower-skilled groups of people.  At the same 
time, the potential of these technologies to reduce inequality in opportunities is vast but is 
not automatic. It largely depends on the capabilities of the poor to access and use 
technologies and solutions that respond to their needs. 

 
As the Third Industrial Revolution has evolved, ICT emerged as a meta infrastructure 

– an infrastructure that reconfigures all other infrastructures into smart systems that 
accelerate socio-economic development. More importantly, today as the Third Industrial 
Revolution morphs into the Fourth Industrial Revolution with the Internet of Things (IoT) at 
its core, artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as the next technological frontier of 
sustainable development. As AI goes mainstream, its disruptive impacts are likely to be seen 
at an unprecedented speed and scale, which underlines the need for governments and 
stakeholders to discuss and shape their collective future. 

 
The ASEAN ICT Masterplan 2020 and ASEAN Smart Network 

Initiative: One of five outcomes of the Masterplan focus on 
"Sustainable Development through Smart City Technologies" 
which includes the deployment of Internet of Things 
technologies.25 

 
The role technology plays in income inequality is complex 

and contested. Technology is a key driver of aggregate economic 
growth, through productivity improvements, but its contribution 
to economic growth varies greatly across countries.  Technologies 
available today do not necessarily respond to the needs of low-
income and vulnerable groups. To address technology-induced inequality in the region, 
broadband infrastructure-backed frontier technologies, notably cloud computing and the IoT, 
must be affordable, reliable and resilient. 

 
To support frontier technologies, ESCAP supports feasibility studies on broadband 

connectivity and has organized a regional consultation on inclusive technology and 
innovation Policies in August 2018. 

 
 

                                                      
25 Frontier Technologies for sustainable development for Asia and the Pacific 
(https://www.unescap.org/publications/frontier-technologies-sustainable-development-asia-and-pacific) 

https://www.unescap.org/publications/frontier-technologies-sustainable-development-asia-and-pacific
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IV. Conclusion 
 

South-East Asia has had a good track record of responding to challenges over time and 
maintaining stable economic growth, particularly in frontier countries such as Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, and Myanmar.  There is every reason to be confident that it will continue to do so.  
However, for all segments of ASEAN Community to benefit in a fair and just way from 
economic and other development gains, those most in need must be fully included in current 
and future development plans. The pledges by ASEAN leaders to leave no one behind and to 
reach the furthest behind first are a strong embodiment of the spirit of inclusion and the 
people-centered approach at the heart of reducing inequality and of achieving the ASEAN 
Community Vision 2025 and the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.26 

 
Inclusion is at the core of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, reflected in 

the pledge to leave no one behind and in the vision of a “just, equitable, tolerant, open and 
socially inclusive world in which the needs of the most vulnerable are met.”  Vision 2025, in 
which members of the community “envision vibrant, sustainable and highly integrated 
economies, enhanced ASEAN Connectivity as well as strengthened efforts in narrowing the 
development gap”.  

 
The objective now is to increasingly translate the vision and its goals into concrete 

initiatives and well-aligned national policies as well as funding commitments by ASEAN 
dialogue partners. Most of the responsibility rests with national governments to empower 
people and ensure inclusiveness and equality, and ASEAN member States already have many 
institutions and programmes that address connectivity, disasters resilience, inequality, 
among others. At the same time, there are also important opportunities for trilateral 
cooperation among ASEAN, its dialogue partners, and UN/ESCAP and for a regional response 
to accelerate the achievement of 2030 Agenda and ASEAN Vision 2025. 
 
4.1. Possible Areas of Further Interventions 
 

An ASEAN Council for Sustainable Infrastructure as one of the recommended flagship 
initiatives would support development of infrastructure in ASEAN that avoids lock-ins and is 
future-proof – taking into account changes in society and needs of people, and to avoid being 
obsolete shortly after completion. To promote connectivity across Member States, it would 
support transnational infrastructure planning and development, and promote investment in 
public infrastructure, including through grants and public private partnerships. 

 
Building disasters resilience of the poor and vulnerable means ensuring that they have 

the wherewithal and coping capacity to survive and bounce back from disasters. This will 
require multi-faceted interventions. ESCAP could further strengthen disasters risk assessment 
and early warning services by sharing data from space-based technologies and foster risk 
financing markets that can insure communities against disasters. 

 

                                                      
26 Subregional perspectives on inequality in Asia and the Pacific and update on subregional activities for 
Development, ESCAP/74/30 (https://www.unescap.org/commission/74/document/E74_30E.pdf) 

https://www.unescap.org/commission/74/document/E74_30E.pdf
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Economic growth alone is not sufficient to reduce inequalities. Tackling high 
inequalities will require fiscal policy interventions to support progressive investment in 
essential social protection programmes, such as for ageing population.  ESCAP could continue 
to provide support to the ASEAN member States on implementing the MIPAA and support 
the preparation of a draft action plan for implementation of the Kuala Lumpur Declaration on 
Population Ageing in ASEAN. 

 
For sustainable consumption and production, a proposed flagship initiative would 

focus on SMEs. A flagship initiative on Greening SMEs in ASEAN would contribute to the 
“ASEAN Strategic Action Plan for SME Development 2016-2025”, by boosting the capacity for 
innovation and greening of businesses, including through cooperation between ASEAN 
countries on setting up SME helpdesks, benchmark schemes and common voluntary 
frameworks on greening SMEs. 

 
Promoting and acting upon the complementarities will require establishing or 

strengthening institutional mechanisms that bring together major stakeholders including the 
ASEAN and the United Nations including ESCAP, to work with ASEAN member States.  Central 
to the role of the ASEAN Centre for Sustainable Development Studies and Dialogue is to 
interpret the complementarities mandate of the ASEAN community. It would mobilize 
resources for implementation, develop capacities, and support ASEAN member States in 
optimizing opportunities under the ASEAN and UN frameworks.  The Centre could promote 
and support of research on sustainable development, capacity building, and awareness 
building as well as facilitate policy dialogue among policymakers on sustainable development 
in ASEAN and promote cooperation between ASEAN and its partners, including the UN/ESCAP.   

 
ESCAP could facilitate policy dialogues and interventions that guide frontier 

technologies to serve and benefit those who generally cannot afford them if the ambitions of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development are to be met. 

 
The Regional Roadmap for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development in Asia and the Pacific outlines opportunities for regional cooperation in 
different thematic areas including on inequality.  Regional cooperation can be fruitful for 
narrowing inequalities within and among countries and can help the lesser developed 
countries grow faster by leveraging the dynamism of more developed economies and by 
exploiting the complementarities in a mutually beneficial manner. Regional cooperation can 
also help in addressing common challenges and sharing good practices to address inequalities.  
ESCAP stands ready to support the member States in implementing the Roadmap and in 
strengthening regional cooperation for addressing inequalities. 

 
Cooperation will be undertaken in coordination with regional and subregional 

organizations to ensure that activities contribute to subregional priorities, including the 
ASEAN Community Vision 2025.  ESCAP and ASEAN are two of the organizations in the region 
that are well placed to support regional actions.  For ESCAP, the guiding principles are 
embodied in the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  For ASEAN, they 
are embodied in the ASEAN Community Vision 2025.   

 
ESCAP stands ready to support through regional development cooperation. 
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List of Publications and Documents by ESCAP 
 

• Addressing the Challenges of Population Ageing in Asia and the Pacific: 
Implementation of the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing  

• ASEAN SDG baseline 

• Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 2017 - Leave No One Behind: Disaster Resilience for 
Sustainable Development.  

• Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2019 

• Complementarities between the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and the United 
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: A Framework for Action 

• Economic and Social Survey of Asia and the Pacific 2018 

• Energy Transition Pathways for the 2030 Agenda in Asia and the Pacific: Regional 
Trends Report on Energy for Sustainable Development 2018; Review of Developments 
in Transport in Asia and the Pacific 2017 

• Fostering Women's Entrepreneurship in ASEAN: Transforming Prospects, 
Transforming Societies 

• Frontier Technologies for sustainable development for Asia and the Pacific 

• Inequality in Asia and the Pacific in the era of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development; Fostering Women’s Entrepreneurship in ASEAN 

• Ready for the Dry Years: Building resilience to drought in Southeast Asia (forthcoming, 
2019)  

• Regional Roadmap for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
in Asia and the Pacific 

• The Role of Asia and the Pacific in Global Governance and Multilateralism  

• Subregional perspectives on inequality in Asia and the Pacific and update on 
subregional activities for Development 

• Support for the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: 
Products, Services and Expertise 

• Sustainable Social Development in Asia and the Pacific: Towards a People-Centred 
Transformation 

• Trade Facilitation and Paperless Trade Implementation in ASEAN 


