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ESCAP Expert Group Meeting on SDG Costing and Investment Needs in Asia Pacific 

14-15 November 2018 

Key Messages and Advice for ESCAP Study 

MPFD, 19 November 2018 

More than 40 experts from 26 organizations, including national think-tanks, regional organizations, UN 
agencies and IFIs participated in the expert group meeting “How much do ambitions cost? Investment 
needs for achieving Sustainable Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific”, the theme of the 
forthcoming Economic and Social Survey of Asia and the Pacific 2019.  The experts presented their own 
research as well as gave feedback on the preliminary findings shared by ESCAP.1  

The EGM addressed SDG investment needs through three substantive sessions focused on social, 
infrastructure, and environmental dimensions respectively. Additionally, there was a session on 
synergies and economy-wide impacts, and another on subregional and country case studies.  

Overall key messages:  

1. Based on current trends, Asia Pacific is expected to achieve only few SDG targets by 2030. As 
countries conduct Voluntary National Reviews and seek to accelerate progress, knowing the 
investment requirements can help better plan, budget and mobilize resources.  
 

2. Preliminary results for the 2019 Survey suggest that from now to 2030, Asia Pacific would need to 
invest an additional $1-2 trillion per year in areas ranging from education, health and social 
protection to infrastructure, climate action and environmental conservation.  
 

3. The general methodology is to (i) establish baseline and alternative scenarios or targets, (ii) identify 
the interventions needed, and (iii) estimate the associated resource requirements. For SDGs without 
a clear target value, one could benchmark best-performing or higher-income peers.  
 

4. However, countries may pursue different pathways to achieving SDG targets, depending on their 
readiness to scale up investment (e.g. due to conflict or limited fiscal space) and preference (e.g. 
rapid expansion of coverage vs. more gradual but better-quality option).  
 

 
1  The EGM programme with links to all presentations is available from 
www.unescap.org/events/expert-group-meeting-how-much-do-ambitions-cost-investment-needs-
achieving-sustainable 
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5. As SDGs envision changes to consumption and production patterns, projections based on past trend 
may over-estimate demand, for instance, for traditional infrastructure. At the same time, unit costs 
depend on technology options, which are evolving rapidly (e.g. online education, renewables).  

 
6. In assessing investment needs and their financial costs, it is important to keep things in perspective 

by also highlighting the benefits (returns) or the cost of inaction. This applies to social or 
environmental interventions as well as capital investment in infrastructure.   
 

7. Accounting for synergies and co-benefits could help countries maximize the returns to their 
investments, if not reduce overall financing needs. There are few simulation tools (e.g. iSDG) and 
integrated assessment models (e.g. in the IRP) which could illustrate complex feedback loops.  
 

8. Rather than rigid planning, a multi-stakeholder approach to investment is needed. Governments must 
create markets for SDGs and attract private investment through well-functioning incentives and 
regulatory environment. A change in mindset and reallocation of capital could go in parallel.  

 
9. Investment takes place in a specific policy environment and in the context of structural 

transformation. Misaligned or poor-quality investment would bring short-lived returns and higher 
debt, and prompt cutbacks. But effective investments could deliver high multiplier effects.  

 
10. Countries could look at the overall financial resources available in the economy, and through tax 

reforms, public-private partnerships and other initiatives meet the investment needs. Enhanced 
development partnership can support least developed countries which lack the resources.  

 
11. Regional cooperation is critical for cross-border investments, including in infrastructure. Cross-

sectoral initiatives such as co-deployment of fiber-optic cables along the Asian Highway could 
reduce financial costs. Knowledge sharing could help identify innovative, cost-effective solutions.  

 

Overall advice/actions for ESCAP study  

1. Continue to build on the costing methodologies and models used by UN and other specialized 
agencies in their respective areas of work, with a view to develop a comprehensive assessment of 
investment requirements for the Asia Pacific region.  
 

2. Once the regional study is completed, consider a few pilot countries where the costing approach 
could be tested at the national level. (Several national think-tanks and IOs with country teams 
participating in the EGM expressed interest in working with ESCAP for such assessments.)  
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3. While the focus of this study is on SDG investment needs, ensure that a balanced perspective is 
presented, by highlighting also the benefits and co-benefits. Given the diversity of Asia-Pacific 
region, case studies could complement the results from the main analytical framework.   

 

Investment needs in social dimensions 

Key messages: 

 Poverty reduction requires a multifaceted approach and investing in human capital through 
improved education, health and social protection will enhance development outcomes  

 The conduct of a costing exercise in key areas of the SDGs is a useful and timely undertaking to 
assess targets and available resources needed to address challenges to economic and societal change. 

 Fiscal and capacity constraints in many countries in the region could impede investment in key 
development areas, however, governments can consider prioritizing investments.  Prioritization can 
be guided through assessing cost-benefits and cost-effectiveness of investments that allows 
governments to see the returns on investments. When prioritizing investments, governments must be 
mindful of tradeoffs when sacrificing investment in one area for another.   

 In the face of fiscal or capacity constraints, more modest targets could also be explored, while 
external financing could be one option to fill in the financing gap, though this would imply 
additional debt serving costs.  

 Some key areas need to be addressed in improving health outcomes include strengthening local 
community or primary healthcare units, decentralizing health services, and identifying healthcare 
problems particularly those related to NCDs.  Moreover, investment in raising awareness, 
prevention and improving environmental aspects can help reduce healthcare costs. 

 In costing social outcomes, consideration should be given to the need for improved data to assist in 
setting country relevant targets and acknowledging that different countries may have progressed at 
different paces, require different scale up needs and have different unit costs.   

 While regional estimates may help to raise awareness, country level studies can improve 
understanding of the local context and improve identification and operationalizing of interventions. 

 Enhancing effectiveness of social services should take into account improved coordination and 
implementation design to address different needs and accessibility. 
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 To emphasize the importance of investment in social development and human capital, social 
spending should be seen as “social investment”, and “households” should be viewed as a social 
institution.   

 On the regional front, ESCAP has a vital role in disseminating information on resource needs, 
prioritization, and financing to available SDG focal units within countries to help drive the SDG 
achievement. 

Advice/actions for ESCAP study: 

 The study can benefit from including cost-benefits, cost-effectiveness and cost of inaction 
assessments to improve understanding of resource requirements and returns on investment. 

 Gender equality dimensions are missing from the report and should be addressed, particularly in 
social dimensions. 

 Many of the costs, particularly on nutrition addresses cost of providing services, but has not 
addressed cost of access to services (society cost).  The report could address this qualitatively to 
highlight demand issues (particularly for nutrition targets). 

 Social protection costing should consider other social protection measures beyond the social 
protection floor such as conditional cash transfers. 

 

Investment needs in economic infrastructure  

Key messages: 

 SDGs have led to a change in the mindset of policymakers and development institutions in 
approaching infrastructure costs. Now instead of looking at meeting infrastructure demand, the 
thinking has changed towards meeting development goals. Also, there is greater acknowledgement 
of the central role infrastructure plays in achieving social and environmental goals.  

 A bottom-down approach is best when trying to estimate infrastructure costs for the SDGs. This is 
because a top-down approach looks only at infrastructure demand, not at satisfying particular goals. 
However, bottom-down approach is clearly more challenging because it is more data-intensive.  

 Taking account of operational and maintenance costs is critical. It can account for up to one-third of 
costs of initial investment. Often such costs are considered as an afterthought.  

 In the end, there are many approaches and tradeoffs involved in infrastructure cost calculations, 
which will result in a range of estimates. But what is important is understanding the process of 
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calculating such costs, with relation to the different calculation methods. Such an understanding will 
guide policymakers in making their infrastructure investment decisions. 

 Infrastructure investment should be undertaken carefully and with a realization that it can have a 
detrimental effect on some SDGs such as inequality (eg. Rural-urban divide) and poverty (eg. 
population displacement). It is also important to consider the impact of infrastructure investment, as 
some investment can be unnecessary. 

 The mix of private and public sector financing will depend on the type of infrastructure sector. Some 
sectors such as ICT are both financially and economically viable, then the private sector can take the 
lead. However, there are other projects which are economically viable but not financially viable such 
as Water and Sanitation in some cases, where the public sector will need to take the lead. Other 
sectors are inbetween and are thus appropriate for public-private partnerships (PPPs).  

 Policies and regulations will also have an important impact on private sector involvement. The 
private sector will only be more involved in infrastructure projects when infrastructure investment 
climate improves through better policies and regulations. 

 Beyond extra public and private financing, improving public sector spending efficiency can greatly 
increase actual infrastructure investment. It has been calculated that one-third of the potential impact 
of investment is being lost due to inefficiency. 

Advice/actions for ESCAP study: 

 Calculating unit costs correctly is essential. It is important to differentiate between unit costs for 
different kinds of countries, such as by regions or characteristics (eg. LLDC). It is also important to 
differentiate costs for different types of investment, such as by operation/maintenance and initial 
investment. Other factors which will impact costs include disasters (many sectors) and cyberattack 
(ICT). 

 Technology is an important driver of unit costs. It can both increase or decrease costs. Clearly better 
technology can decrease the cost of a particular unit of output. However, it can also increase costs if 
countries attempt to install a more high-technology infrastructure as countries develop (eg. 4G ICT). 

 There should be regular review of the findings of the study, such as every three years, since costs 
and assumptions are likely to change over time.  

 

Investment needs in environmental dimension 

Key messages: 
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 It is difficult to estimate the investment costs to achieve environment and ecosystem related SDGs, 
as they lack clear quantifiable targets, e.g. resources efficiency targets. Among the SDGs with clear 
targets, Asia Pacific region is progressing either slowly or backwards, e.g. carbon intensity and 
biodiversity. Some existing targets are not consistent with the timeframe of the 2030 Agenda, e.g. 
biodiversity. Therefore, the estimated investment costs will be robust but not reliable. 

 Environment and ecosystem related SDGs are widely interlinked and linked with other SDGs.  

 Urgent actions are required to combat climate and environmental risks. If actions are delayed, the 
related costs will be much higher. 

 Power sector transition is key to achieve sustainable development goals, as the majority of 
investment goes in to the sector. A marked shift in capital allocation is needed for power sector and 
to improve energy efficiency.  

 Governments have a big role to play to give clear policy messages and price signals to direct the 
markets to move towards low-carbon, resource efficient and ecosystem-friendly development. Local 
governments or communities need to be engaged. 

 Policy makers could consider various policy instruments (e.g. regulatory incentives) and economic 
toolkits (e.g. carbon pricing) to mobilize financial resources. Reform of energy subsidies is 
important. Prices of renewable energy could be more competitive through market mechanisms. 

 However, not all countries can easily mobilize finance. For example, Pacific countries are 
constrained by their debt levels. Institutional investors such as pension funds could be potential 
financial source.  

Advice/actions for ESCAP study: 

 When tacking climate change challenges, it is equally important to consider sources of emissions 
and carbon sinks, e.g. forestry. 

 The Survey team could consider discussing the inter-generational equity issue for investing in 
climate actions. 

 Need baseline (including GDP, population growth etc.) and quantifiable targets to assess the 
investment costs. 

 The study could give guidance on how to minimize double counting in estimating investment costs 
to achieve efficiency targets, including energy efficiency and resource efficiency. 
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 The Survey team could consider addressing three issues: investment needs, benefits and cost of 
inaction. If not possible to quantify benefits and costs of inaction, they could consider discussing 
them qualitatively. 

 

Synergies, financing and economy-wide impacts 

Key messages: 

 Governments need to take synergies into account when implementing SDGs, given their limited 
financial resources. More targets could be achieved with the same amount of financial resources in 
an integrated way. 

 Governments need to spend more time to get robust investment estimates, understand the difficulties 
in implementation, and assess policy choices for different sectors.  

 Various modelling work has been undertaken globally to assess synergies and integrated investment 
needs, as well as economic-wide impacts: 

o The iSDG Model is a systematic dynamic model. It models synergies and trade-offs among 
policies within or across sectors. The model provides investment costs as a share of GDP in a 
no policy change scenario and a SDG scenario. Policy makers can choose the policy mix to 
maximize positive synergies and minimize trade-offs. 

o The Development Financing Assessment (DFA) model is a reiterative model. It provides an 
overview of the current financing arrangements, recognizes new financing needs and ways 
maximize the investment impacts to achieve SDGs, and suggests mechanisms to engage 
multi-stakeholders. However, the DFA model does not fully align with the SDGs.  

o The IMF is developing a new model to assess fiscal space for sustainable public finance. 
Based on production functions, the model identifies main cost drivers from education, health, 
infrastructure, electricity, and water and sanitation sectors. By comparing with high 
investment performers, the model assesses how much needs to be spent on SDGs if all 
countries were to follow the high performers.  

o UNCTAD has revised the IMF’s Debt Sustainability Analysis (DSA) model to assess debt 
sustainability and public expenditure composition based on an assumption of achieving 
SDGs.  

o Another UNCTAD model has analysed private sector’s role to supplement public investment. 
The results suggest that private investment can focus on the investment areas that public 
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finance and official development assistance (ODA) do not cover (public finance and ODA 
usually cover the infrastructure sector).  

 Although additional borrowing for developing countries might be difficult, the financing gap could 
be largely reduced if investment efficiency is improved. Improving investment efficiency should be 
a focus; however, policy discussion usually focuses on finding new resources.  

Advice/actions for ESCAP study: 

 Three dimensions make SDGs important and distinct from MDGs: (1) equality; (2) climate change; 
and (3) peace and security. Peace and security is missing from the current draft. 

 The Survey team can consider including ODA in the models.  

 The Survey team can consider how to assess SDGs investment spill-over between countries. 

 

National financial frameworks, and case studies from across Asia Pacific  

Key messages: 

 The progress towards the SDG has been uneven across and within different sub-regions, and in each 
sub-region there are priority areas where urgent and effective policy actions are required to reverse 
the regressing trend and accelerate progress.  

 Many Asia-Pacific developing countries have taken actions to mainstream SDGs into their national 
development agenda, but only a few countries (e.g. Bangladesh, Nepal) have conducted needs 
assessments. This has somewhat limited the scope for integrating SDGs into national budgets.  

 To avoid inefficiency and enable spillovers on a national level, broad-based platforms among 
different line ministries are necessary. For accountability, one single institution needs to be assigned 
the leadership role in this process. There also needs to be a formal structure for interaction with non-
state partners/stakeholders.  

 An integrated financing strategy would consist of: local needs assessment; tangible measures of 
success; dynamic analysis of the financing landscape (e.g. upcoming LDC graduation, general 
macroeconomic risks); actions/ policies; and monitoring.  

 Localizing SDG implementation in a bottom-up approach and further mainstreaming SDGs not only 
at the national level but also at the sub-national level has been experimented with in Northeast Asia. 
However, how to effective coordinate the national and sub-national efforts remains a question.  
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 Expenditure expansion requires more prudence in spending efficiency and budget allocation. It was 
highlighted that the expenditure expansion on infrastructure has crowded-out essential social 
spending in some cases, and the short-term GDP boost of infrastructure investment may have also 
distorted political incentives in decision making. Past lessons suggest that without efficiency in 
public expenditure and investment, the increased financing is unlikely to generate long-lasting 
benefits.  

 To effectively engage the private sector in SDG financing, correct incentives need to be put in place. 
Despite the challenges, it is worth noticing that private sector participation, in the examples of PPPs, 
impact investment and green bonds, has been growing at an impressive rate. It would be essential for 
the public sector to optimize their strategies in engaging the private sector for SDG financing, by 
working with the private sector as true partners.   

Advice/actions for ESCAP study: 

 Many Asia-Pacific developing countries have taken actions to mainstream SDGs into national 
development agenda, however the effort in costing has been limited and capacity support would be 
required on this front particularly for least developed countries (LDCs).  

 Graduation from LDC status would imply a significant financing impact on several Asia-Pacific 
LDCs, and such an impact should be effectively taken into account in SDG costing and financing 
strategies.  

  

 


