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Summary 

The latest Sustainable Development Goal progress assessment conducted by 

the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific shows that progress 

has been slow. At the midpoint in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, significant work remains to be done. Despite this, there 

are many reasons to celebrate the impressive national achievements across the 

17 Sustainable Development Goals. This year, the progress report shines a spotlight 

on members and associate members of the Commission that have demonstrated 

commitment to and made progress towards the Goals. Their strong performance 

deserves recognition, and their experiences provide important lessons and illuminate 

pathways for progress in the years ahead. 

Nevertheless, at the midpoint of implementation, the region should have 

already made at least half of the progress required to meet the Goals. However, 

overall progress, measured in terms of the average progress recorded towards all 

17 Goals, was determined to be a mere 14.44 per cent. Based on current trends, 

achieving the Goals in the Asia-Pacific region will take several more decades. The 

most critical priority for the region is Goal 13 (Climate action). However, negative 

trends on greenhouse gas emissions and the impact of human-made and natural 

disasters continue to threaten the commitment to protect the planet. 

The present document provides an in-depth assessment of persistent data 

gaps that are an obstacle to progress. The Goals for which the least amount of data 

are available are Goal 5 (Gender equality), Goal 14 (Life below water) and 

Goal 16 (Peace, justice and strong institutions). 

The world continues to hit obstacles, including waning multilateralism and 

cooperation for global sustainable development, migrant crises, climate change, 

trade wars, worsening inequality, health crises and geopolitical conflict, all of which 

should serve to highlight the need for action. In that connection, the Goals must be 

used as a road map for recovery, not as an excuse to falter on obligations to the 

2030 Agenda. 
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 I. Introduction 

1. Throughout both the Asia-Pacific region and the world, the responses 

to unprecedented recent challenges have demonstrated an ongoing 

commitment to sustainable development. However, eight years after the 

adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, it would take an 

unprecedented effort to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. 

2. The Asia and the Pacific Sustainable Development Goals progress 

report 2023, on which the present document is based, is the seventh in a series 

of flagship reports of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 

Pacific (ESCAP), providing evidence of the Asia-Pacific region’s progress 

towards the Goals and targets. The findings are based on the Global SDG 

Indicators Database and contributions from across the United Nations 

development system in the region. 

 II. Overview of regional progress 

3. Progress towards the achievement of all 17 Goals in the Asia-Pacific 

region overall has been slow, with recorded progress increasing from 

4.39 per cent in 2017 to only 14.44 per cent in 2022 (see figure I). The total 

number of years required to achieve the Goals and targets in the Asia-Pacific 

region has increased, which means the region will miss the 2030 target by 

several decades. 

Figure I  

Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals in the Asia-Pacific 

region, 2017–2022 

 

Note: For each year, the percentage represents the average progress recorded 

towards all 17 Goals. 
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4. Although the window of opportunity is closing, the ambition to achieve 

the Goals remains. Throughout the challenges that have emerged since 2015, 

the Goals have served time and again as a framework for navigating and 

recovering from crises. It is necessary to act quickly, think more smartly, make 

intelligent investments, strengthen global partnerships and build on the 

collective commitment to achieve the Goals, with a view to ensuring a 

sustainable, prosperous and inclusive future. 

5. In 2022, the Goals that represented the areas of greatest progress for the 

Asia-Pacific region were Goal 7 (Affordable and clean energy) and 

Goal 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure). Progress towards Goal 7 was 

largely driven by achievements pertaining to access to electricity and 

international support for clean and renewable energy, while there was little 

progress in the share of renewable energy consumption. Progress towards Goal 

9 was driven by successes pertaining to mobile network coverage and total 

official flows for infrastructure development in the least developed countries. 

6. In contrast, progress towards Goal 13 (Climate action) is slipping away. 

The Asia-Pacific region is both a victim of the impact of climate change and a 

contributor to climate change, with a responsibility to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions. Despite this, progress on climate action continues to regress. In 

order to reverse negative trends, work towards Goal 13 must be prioritized, 

particularly in countries in special situations, comprising least developed 

countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing States. 

7. Since 2015, the Asia-Pacific region has managed to reverse the 

regressive trend with regard to Goal 8 (Decent work and economic growth), 

Goal 10 (Reduced inequalities) and Goal 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). 

Despite this, the least progress made by ESCAP members and associate 

members in the region since 2015 has been on Goals 8 and 17, along with 

Goal 6 (Clean water and sanitation), Goal 12 (Responsible consumption and 

production) and Goal 14 (Life below water). Figure II provides a snapshot of 

progress made towards the Goals in Asia and the Pacific and illustrates that 

accelerated action is required to achieve most of the Goals. 
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Figure II  

Snapshot of progress made towards the Sustainable Development Goals 

in Asia and the Pacific 

 

Note: For details on the methodology used to assess progress, see 

http://data.unescap.org. 
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8. Looking beyond the Goals and focusing instead on the targets, at the 

current pace, the Asia-Pacific region will miss 90 per cent of the 

118 measurable targets by 2030. Among those targets, the progress made in 

one of every five of them is regressing, a trend that needs to be reversed. The 

lack of sufficient data for 51 out of 169 targets acts as a call for statistical 

systems in the region to redouble efforts to fill the data gaps. 

9. With regard to Goal 7 (Affordable and clean energy), meaningful 

progress has been made to secure international support for clean and renewable 

energy in least developed countries. However, the region is unlikely to achieve 

any of the other targets for Goal 7 at the current pace of progress, and the share 

of renewable energy is falling (see figure III). 

10. Although regional progress made towards Goal 13 (Climate action) is 

regressing, the region is on track to achieve its target for indicator 13.1.2, on 

the adoption and implementation of national disaster risk reduction strategies. 

It is important to recognize that the lack of progress on most of the targets in 

the region overall masks many national achievements. 

bookmark://_Figure_1.3_Dashboard/
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Figure III 

Anticipated progress on 169 Sustainable Development Goal targets in Asia and the Pacific by 2030 

 

Abbreviations: CSO, civil society organization; ICT, information and communications technology; LDC, least developed country; NCD, 

non-communicable disease; NEET, not in education, employment or training; ODA, official development assistance; R&D, research and 

development; SCP, sustainable consumption and production; SD, sustainable development; SDG, Sustainable Development Goal; SIDS, small island 

developing States; SME, small and medium-sized enterprise; TVET, technical and vocational education and training; UNCLOS, United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea; UNFCCC, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change; WTO, World Trade Organization; WS, 

water and sanitation. 
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 III. Progress of countries in special situations 

11. There are similarities between the progress towards the Goals in 

countries in special situations, comprising least developed countries, 

landlocked developing countries and small island developing States,1 and the 

progress of the Asia-Pacific region overall. Countries in special situations 

tended to have better performance on Goal 7 (Affordable and clean energy) 

and Goal 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure) (figure IV). Performance 

on Goal 13 (Climate action) is unequivocally worse than on any other Goal. 

 
1 Countries in special situations face unique challenges to attain sustainable 

development and constitute more than half of the membership of ESCAP. The list of 

countries in special situations in the Asia-Pacific region is available at 

www.unescap.org/our-work/countries-special-situations. 

bookmark://_Figure_1.4_Top/
http://www.unescap.org/our-work/countries-special-situations
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Figure IV 

Top three progressing and regressing Sustainable Development Goals in 

countries in special situations 
 

Note: For details on the methodology used to assess progress, see 

https://data.unescap.org. 
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12. In least developed countries, it is notable that the greatest progress was 

recorded for Goal 15 (Life on land). This was driven mainly by the flow of 

official development assistance for conservation and sustainable use of 

biodiversity. In terms of forest area as a proportion of total land area and 

sustainable forest management, least developed countries were found to be 

regressing. 

13. In landlocked developing countries, good progress was recorded for 

Goal 11 (Sustainable cities and communities). There was a decrease in the 

proportion of the urban population living in slums, and the countries achieved 

good scores for the adoption and implementation of disaster risk reduction 

strategies. However, food insecurity and a high consumer food price index 

continue to be of concern. 

14. In small island developing States, the rate of change for the three best 

performing goals is slightly lower than for other countries in special situations. 

In addition to making strides on Goal 7 (Affordable and clean energy) and 

Goal 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure), small island developing States 

are progressing towards the achievement of Goal 4 (Quality education). 

Goal 6 (Clean water and sanitation) and Goal 12 (Responsible consumption 

and production) are among the three worst-performing Goals for small island 

developing States. 

 IV. Impact of the pandemic on progress towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals 

15. Prior to the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, the region was 

not on track to achieve any of the Goals by 2030,2 and the pandemic has 

worsened the situation. The pandemic and other global development 

challenges must not be an excuse to curtail efforts towards achieving 

sustainable development, as the Goals remain the most comprehensive road 

map for recovery and a framework for a better development pathway. Although 

the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is yet to be fully quantified, the 

data from 2019 to 2022 on a limited number of indicators are beginning to 

reveal recent impacts on people and prosperity in Asia and the Pacific, as well 

as impacts on the planet. 

 A. People 

16. Data show that the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on poverty, 

deaths from disasters, food prices and health. Between 2019 and 2020, the data 

showed a sharp increase in deaths and missing persons attributed to disasters, 

which reflect deaths due to COVID-19 in several countries in the region. The 

average food price anomalies were greater than 0.5 index points (moderately 

high) in nearly half of the countries for which data were available and greater 

than 1 (abnormally high) in 12 countries.3 A few countries also recorded a drop 

in the rate of births attended by skilled health personnel. 

 
2 Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2020 (United Nations publication, 2021). 

3 Food price anomalies as measured by the consumer food price index identify market 

prices that are abnormally high. Further information on this indicator can be accessed 

at https://unstats.un.org. 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-02-0C-01.pdf
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 B. Prosperity 

17. The COVID-19 pandemic had a clear negative impact on the economy. 

The Asia-Pacific region recorded a decrease in the growth rate of real gross 

domestic product (GDP) per employed person from 3.6 per cent in 2019 to 

1.3 per cent in 2020, with the sharpest decline in South-East Asia. The 

decreasing trend continued in one third of the countries in the region in 2021. 

Comparing the different subregions, youth unemployment and overall 

unemployment rates increased from 2019 to 2020 in the Pacific, South-East 

Asia and North and Central Asia. 

 C. Planet 

18. Despite assumptions that COVID-19 lockdowns had a positive impact 

on the environment, available data cast doubt on that view. Although the 

amount of renewable electricity per capita steadily increased in Asia and the 

Pacific between 2019 and 2021, the rate of growth dropped from 5.4 per cent 

in 2020 to 3.7 per cent in 2021. In addition, there was a steady increase in the 

amount of beach litter originating from national land-based sources that 

washed ashore from the ocean, which rose from 3.36 million tons in 2019 to 

3.92 million tons in 2021. 

 V. Members and associate members in the spotlight 

19. Even though the pace of progress towards the Goals in Asia and the 

Pacific has been too slow, there are reasons to be optimistic about the 

achievements of individual members and associate members. The pace of 

progress towards certain Goal targets is an important measure at the midpoint 

in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

20. It is important to emphasize that the members and associate members 

that have performed well in terms of the pace of progress are not always leaders 

in terms of the number of targets they have achieved. Some of those making 

the most dramatic progress may be advancing from a very low baseline, and 

the pace of progress may slow down as they near the target. These 

achievements show what is possible in overcoming obstacles to progress 

towards the Goals. The members and associate members that progress the 

fastest will make a great contribution to the region’s achievement if they can 

maintain their performance in the coming years, while also providing good 

lessons for others in similar situations. 

21. Figure V provides an overview, organized by Goal, of where progress 

exceeded the regional average in 2022. The most notable factor is that 

insufficient data are available on the pace of progress towards the indicators of 

Goal 5 (Gender equality) and Goal 13 (Climate action). Half of the members 

and associate members in the region are counted among the pace leaders, 

indicating that achieving the Goals is a collective endeavour. In addition, some 

good practices from across the region help to demonstrate national 

accomplishments in terms of better data collection, a greater ability to monitor 

progress and the use of data for informed decision-making and interventions. 
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Figure V 

Members and associate members where progress has exceeded the 

regional average since 2015, by Sustainable Development Goal  
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 VI. Overcoming data hurdles  

22. Given the slow rate of improvements in data availability, the 

Asia-Pacific region will not have sufficient data to measure every Goal 

indicator by 2030. While there are sufficient data available to enable members 

and associate members to act with greater ambition on the implementation of 

the Goals, data availability for evidence-based follow-up and review remains 

a significant hurdle to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

23. Looking at data availability by Goal (see figure VI), there are 

significant data gaps regarding Goal 5 (Gender equality), Goal 14 (Life below 

water) and Goal 16 (Peace, justice and strong institutions). For each of those 

Goals, less than 30 per cent of indicators have sufficient data availability, while 

for Goal 11 (Sustainable cities and communities) and Goal 12 (Responsible 

consumption and production), the rate is less than 50 per cent. 

bookmark://_Figure_3.1_Status/
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Figure VI 

Status of data availability for the Sustainable Development Goals 

 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the Asia-Pacific SDG Gateway. 

Available at https://data.unescap.org/data-analysis/sdg-data-availability (accessed on 

1 December 2022). 
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Figure VII 

Data availability for the Sustainable Development Goals in the Asia-

Pacific region, 2017–2022 

 
 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the Asia-Pacific SDG Gateway 

(see figure VI). 
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Figure VIII 

Sufficient data availability for the Sustainable Development Goals, as 

measured in 2017 and 2022: comparison between the Asia-Pacific region 

overall and the five States in the region with the highest gross domestic 

product per capita 
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cooperation to establish standards; and capacity-building to improve data 

collection all the way down to the grass-roots level in each country. Even if 

data become available for all Goal indicators at the country level, it will still 

not be enough. In order to ensure that no one is left behind, it is also important 

that data be available at the granular level to cover all vulnerable groups. 

29. Through innovative approaches, existing administrative processes and 

survey exercises can be leveraged to produce data that bridge the gaps and 

enable the monitoring of the Goals and evidence-based policymaking. 

Governments and intergovernmental partners must continue to coordinate 

closely to build national technical capacity for statistics, and they must ensure 

that the collection and use of data on the Goals remain a top priority. Updating 

outdated legislation also needs to be a priority to facilitate better data-sharing 

and data production. 

_________________ 


