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Summary 
 This paper briefly presents the state of environment in Asia and the 

Pacific and its impact on human health, well-being and development including 
the Sustainable Development Goals, identifies some of the challenges related to 
protecting it and proposes pathways towards stronger regional cooperation and 
solidarity to protect our common environment. 
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I. Asia and the Pacific is facing an environmental crisis 
 

1. The Asia-Pacific region has adopted highly resource-intensive 
development pathways for economic growth and progress, compromising a 
clean, healthy and sustainable environment for all and undermining 
sustainable development.1  
 
2. The harmful effects of climate change, pollution, and environmental 
degradation, as well as unsustainable consumption and production are felt 
keenly across Asia and the Pacific. Many of the most vulnerable countries to 
the impacts of climate change are located here. Indicators show that the region 
is experiencing the most severe decline in biodiversity and ecosystems 
compared to other regions.2 
 
3. The Asia-Pacific region contributes to the climate crisis, with over 55 
per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions. Five of the top 10 countries with 
the greatest historic responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions are in Asia.3 
This is particularly disconcerting as the region hosts some of the most 
vulnerable countries and communities, which must deal with compounding 
risks associated with climate change. Climate change and climate-induced 
disasters undermine hard won development gains and exacerbate societal 
inequalities by disproportionately burdening the poor and vulnerable groups.4 
Maintaining the health of ecosystems is essential for socio-economic resilience 
to a changing climate because they, and the biodiversity they host, act as an 
“insurance”, with, for example, allowing resilient agricultural production in 
the face of a changing climate.  
 
4. Pollution is a severe environmental hazard in Asia and the Pacific. 
Among the major causes of concern are increasing amounts of solid waste and 
plastic pollution, untreated wastewater, chemical pollution, as well as 
exponential increases in air pollution. Air pollution may be the most visible of 
pollution crisis, as the region is home to 97 of the 100 cities with the worst air 
pollution in the world and 92 per cent of people in the region are exposed to a 

 
1  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. (2021). 

Asia and the Pacific: SDG Progress Report 2021. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-
products/ESCAP_Asia_and_the_Pacific_SDG_Progress_Report_2021.pdf (accessed 
on 4 March 2022). 

2  WWF (2020). Living Planet Report 2020: Bending the Curve of Biodiversity Loss. 
Available at: 
https://f.hubspotusercontent20.net/hubfs/4783129/LPR/PDFs/ENGLISH-FULL.pdf 
(accessed on 4 March 2022). 

3  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. (2021). 
Is 1.5C Within Reach for the Asia-Pacific Region? Ambition and Potential of NDC 
Commitments of the Asia-Pacific Countries. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/2021-
11/Assessment%20of%20AP%20Climate%20Ambition_Synopsis_Final-update.pdf 
(accessed on 4 March 2022). 

4  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific.(2021). 
Asia-Pacific Disaster Report. Resilience in a Riskier World: Managing Systemic 
Risks from Biological and Other Natural Hazards. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/asia-pacific-disaster-report-2021 (accessed on 4 
March 2022). 
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level of air pollution that poses health risks.5 These numbers are expected to 
increase given the region’s current development trajectories. 
 
5. Despite the central role environment plays in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals, there has been little progress in Asia and the Pacific in 
protecting, restoring and promoting the sustainable use of ecosystems and 
conserving biodiversity. Much of the global mass extinction of biodiversity is 
taking place in Asia-Pacific,6 with 25 per cent of the region's endemic species 
being at high risk of extinction.  
 
6. The ocean and marine ecosystems in Asia and the Pacific are also 
becoming increasingly degraded and overexploited.7 and ocean health has 
declined, with changes and losses in the structure, function and benefits 
obtained from marine systems. For instance, in Asia-Pacific, extensive coastal 
development and unsustainable exploitation of marine resources have resulted 
in the disappearance of over 40 per cent of coral reefs, and about 60 per cent 
of the coastal mangroves in Asia and the Pacific have been cleared for 
development, leading to declines in fish stocks. Rampant pollution and 
inadequate ocean governance exacerbate climate-induced threats of ocean 
acidification and warming, endangering marine ecosystems and threatening 
the capacity of oceans to moderate heat and carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere.  
 
7. Current urbanization patterns are contributing to the environmental 
crises, especially important given that the region’s population became majority 
urban in 2019. Rapid and unplanned urban expansions have resulted in 
environmental degradation from sprawl, loss of biodiversity, generation of 
large volumes of solid waste, increases in urban air pollution and significant 
amounts of marine pollution from land-based activities. Cities in the region 
have seen increased vulnerabilities to climate change and disasters, and as the 
urban population is expected to rise from 2.3 billion to 2.8 billion and nearly 
3.5 billion in 2050, demand for energy and water resources will continue to 
put pressures on the environment and challenge the capacities of countries to 
meet climate and sustainable development targets.   
 
8. There is an urgent need to reinforce and advance the conservation, 
restoration and sustainable use of the environment for present and future 
generations. Reversing the current trends of environmental decline, can lift 
people especially those most dependent on ecosystems and their services out 
of poverty, end hunger through sustainable food production based on healthy 
biodiversity and ecosystems, strengthen economies through sustainable 
consumption and production approaches, building just and inclusive societies 

 
5  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (2021). 

“Sustainable and Resilient Recovery from the Coronavirus Disease Pandemic in Asia 
and the Pacific”. Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/APFSD8_1E_0.pdf 
(accessed on 4 March 2022). 

6  Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(2018).” The IPBES regional assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem 
services for Asia and the Pacific. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3237373 (accessed on 4 March 2022). 

7  United Nations Environment Programme (2016). The First Global Integrated Marine 
Assessment: World Ocean Assessment I. Available at: 
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/first-global-integrated-marine-assessment-
world-ocean-assessment-i (access on 4 March 2022). 



ESCAP/EDD/PREP/CED7/1 

4 

by safeguarding the right to clean, healthy and sustainable environment, and 
ensure the health of people. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 
has demonstrated the potential consequences of environmental degradation 
and ecosystem fragmentation and on vulnerable populations and reinforced the 
importance of shifting development trajectories. A sustainable, resilient and 
more equal Asia-Pacific, in line with the 2030 Agenda, as well as regional 
alignment with global environmental mandates is now more important than 
ever. 

 

II. Challenges for achieving a healthy environment in Asia 
and the Pacific 
 
9. Many countries in the region have not reached their potential level of 
ambition in their commitments for greenhouse gas emissions reductions, 
making the region off-track to keep the world within the 1.5 ℃ temperature 
rise. The extent to which the region relies on coal for electricity generation 
represents a significant challenge for low carbon transformations. According 
to the latest update of the current conditional and unconditional Nationally 
Determined Contributions commitments, regional greenhouse gas emissions 
trajectories are projected to result in an estimated greenhouse gas emissions of 
29.1 GtCO2e in 2030, which is a threefold increase from the recommended 
threshold for that year and a 34 per cent growth from the 2010 levels, rather 
than a decrease by the 45 per cent as recommended by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change. 6 
 
10. The deterioration of the state of the environment in Asia-Pacific has 
negatively impacted human health. Unsustainable consumption and 
production of natural resources, land use change, intensification of agriculture, 
encroachment in wildlife habitat, urban sprawls, and international movement 
contribute to environmental degradation, including the destruction of key 
habitats. These consequences have profound impacts on the health of the 
environment and the species that reside in them, humans included. For 
example, species are forced to shift habitats, which can cause impacts on 
human health through increased frequencies of disease outbreaks as well as 
the emergence of new pathogens.  
 
11.  The current industrial model is inefficient and polluting. Unsustainable 
consumption and production patterns have been associated with a rise in air 
and soil pollution, and accumulation of solid waste across the region, creating 
persistent health threats. The region witnessed the sharpest increase in 
premature deaths as a result of ambient air pollution between 1990 and 2015.8 

Indoor air pollution typically has more drastic impacts on women as exposure 
is linked to an 80 per cent increased risk of mortality from breast cancer.9 
Pollution also has a disproportionate impact on the poor, perpetuating 
inequality.  
 

 
8  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (2018). 

“Key Environment Issues, Trends and Challenges in the Asia-Pacific Region”. 
Committee on Environment and Development. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/CED5_1E_0.pdf (accessed on 4 March 
2022). 

9  Gautam, S., Yadav, A., Tsai, C. J., & Kumar, P. (2016). A review on recent progress 
in observations, sources, classification and regulations of PM 2.5 in Asian 
environments. Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 23(21), 21165-21175. 
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12.  Reaching sustainable and just economies in line with the objectives of 
the 2030 Agenda is one of the sustainable development goals that registered 
the least progress since 2000 in Asia-Pacific.10 This is because current 
strategies are based on an economic model that does not value or account for 
environmental degradation and externalities leading to environmentally 
destructive and wasteful forms of activity. This has led to alarming decreasing 
levels of resource efficiency in the region for the period 2010-2015.11 
However, governments continue to offer taxes and subsidies that promote 
unsustainable production and consumption and contribute to high levels of 
pollution. In Asia-Pacific, economies spent more than $175 billion on fossil 
fuel subsidies alone in 2019.12 
 
13.  In addition to the challenges highlighted above, there are outstanding 
human rights issues directly linked to the protection of the environment. A 
clean, healthy and sustainable environment is a human right that is important 
for the enjoyment of human rights. The fulfilment of environmental rights 
helps to strengthen domestic legal frameworks and provides citizens with a 
mechanism for achieving environmental justice, supporting the achievement 
of several environment-related Sustainable Development Goals.13  

III. Opportunities for protecting our common environment in 
Asia and the Pacific through regional cooperation and 
solidarity  
 
14.  Solving environmental issues in Asia and the Pacific requires regional 
collaboration and solidarity. Many of the environmental resources are shared 
(air, climate, transboundary ecosystems, oceans), the benefits gained from the 
conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and ecosystems have impacts 
beyond borders (healthy air and water, climate, productive and sustainable 
agriculture and fisheries) and the drivers for their degradation in many cases 
regional or global ones (regional and global consumption and production 
patterns, global commodities markets). On that basis, the seventh session of 
the Committee on Environment and Development is proposed to be organized 

 
10  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. (2021). 

Asia and the Pacific: SDG Progress Report 2021. Available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-
products/ESCAP_Asia_and_the_Pacific_SDG_Progress_Report_2021.pdf (accessed 
on 4 March 2022). 

11  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia-Pacific. (2017), 
Sustainable management of natural resources in Asia and the Pacific: trends, 
challenges and opportunities in resource efficiency and policy perspectives. Note by 
the secretariat, Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in Asia and 
the Pacific, E/ESCAP/MCED(7)/2. Available at http:// 
apministerialenv.org/document/MCED_2E.pdf (accessed on 4 March 2022). 

12  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. (2021). 
Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2021: Accelerating Climate-smart Trade 
and Investment for Sustainable Development. Available at: 
https://repository.unescap.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12870/3893/ESCAP-2021-
FS-Asia-Pacific-trade-investment-report.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (accessed on 
4 March 2022). 

13  United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. (2019). 
Accelerating Progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific. 
Available at: https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-
products/Accelerating%20Progress_Final%28web%29.pdf (accessed on 4 March 
2022). 
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on the theme of “Protecting our Planet through Regional Cooperation and 
Solidarity in Asia and the Pacific”.   
 
15.  Considering the challenges faced by the Asia-Pacific region and the 
objectives of the 2030 Agenda, strengthened regional cooperation is 
imperative to protect our common environment. Such collaboration should be 
based on effective international environmental governance and multilateral 
processes, as well as coordinated and complementary actions for addressing 
climate change, loss of biodiversity and ecosystem degradation, as well as 
pollution and waste.   
 
16. Guided by the declaration adopted at the seventh session of the 
Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in Asia and the 
Pacific (ESCAP/74/10/Add.1), which resolved inter alia, to address the 
harmful effects of climate change including the adverse effects of air 
pollutants, environmental degradation, as well as unsustainable consumption 
and production, regional cooperation and solidarity to protect our common 
environment could include:  
 
17.  Raising climate ambition in Asia and the Pacific, building on ESCAP 
Resolution 72/8 “Fostering regional cooperation and partnerships to respond 
to the climate change challenge in the Asia-Pacific region” and focusing on 
developing more ambitious emissions-cutting commitments and targets, as 
well as on phase-down of unabated coal and inefficient fossil fuel subsidies to 
accelerate progress on the Paris Agreement and the Glasgow Climate Pact. 
 
18.  Increasing collaborative action on air pollution pursuant to global and 
regional mandates, in particular ESCAP resolution 75/4 on “Strengthening 
regional cooperation to tackle air pollution challenges in Asia and the 
Pacific”, through supporting the establishment and implementation of  
national legislation as well as reaching mutual agreements on harmonizing 
standards, data sharing, exchange of knowledge and solutions, strengthening 
capacity building and undertaking regional actions, facilitated by a regional 
modality.  
 
19.  Exploring opportunities to collaborate on enhancing rights-based 
approaches including through the implementation of access rights across a 
variety of institutions to facilitate access to remedies, information, and public 
participation in decision-making, in support of Human Rights Council 
Resolution 48/13 on “The right to a clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment”. 
 
20.  Strengthening sustainable management of the oceans and marine 
ecosystems in Asia and the Pacific building upon ESCAP Resolutions 72/9 on 
“Regional cooperation to promote the conservation and sustainable use of the 
oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development in Asia and 
the Pacific” and 76/1 on “Strengthening cooperation to promote the 
conservation and sustainable use of the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development in Asia and the Pacific.”  through supporting and 
undertaking actions aligned with the objectives of the UN Decade of Ocean 
Science for Sustainable Development (2021-2030).14 
 

 
14  A/RES/72/73 
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21. Scaling up local and subnational actions, including efforts to integrate 
local climate actions in national strategies, deployment of smart city 
technologies, building resilient infrastructure and adoption of nature-based 
solutions can minimize the impact of urbanization on the environment.  
Vertical integration of urban policies and better coordination between local 
authorities and national governments can support the capacities of cities to 
manage urban growth through transitions to low-greenhouse gas emission 
development and minimize the environmental impact of urban expansions.   
 
22.  ESCAP member states through resolution 77/1 on “Building back 
better from crises through regional cooperation in Asia and the Pacific” called 
for a shift towards a climate and environment-responsive approach to COVID-
19 recovery in support of the goals and objectives of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, as they recover from the COVID-19 pandemic as. 
To support transitions to development models that put nature at the center of 
economic development, ensure biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, raise 
climate ambition, reduce pollution, and enhance integrated environmental 
action, existing regional multi-stakeholder platforms for discussing, 
prioritizing and supporting action on environment and development could be 
strengthened. 

IV. Issues for consideration  
 

23.  In view of the challenges and opportunities outlined above, 
participants may wish to  
 

(a) provide further guidance on the proposed theme and substantive 
deliberations of the seventh session of the Committee on Environment and 
Development at Ministerial level.  

 
(b) review the existing ESCAP mandates on the topics in view of 

development of a draft Ministerial Declaration as an outcome of the seventh 
session of the Committee on Environment and Development at Ministerial 
level. 

___________________ 

 
 
  


