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Executive Summary 

 
The Asia and Pacific region is a very diverse region containing both developed and developing 

countries. Generally speaking, the poverty trends have been positive in Southeast Asia and the number 

of extreme poor people has been declining in the last 30 years due to multiple factors such as 

economic reforms and deeper and wider economic integration. The share of global extreme poverty 

has decreased significantly between 1990 and 2019, from 52.7% of total global poor to 2.9% in 2019. 

No other region has seen this kind of reduction during the same period, mostly attributed to China but 

also other Asian countries. However, South Asia has been lagging behind together with parts of the 

Pacific. South Asia still hosts a significantly large share of global income and multidimensional poor 

compared to other regions. The main purpose of this multidimensional poverty analysis (MDPA) is to 

shed light on the poverty trends in this vast region and thus support the Swedish development strategy 

in the Asia Pacific region.  

 

From an economic point of view, regional and global economic integration together with digitalisation 

and technology has changed the structure of the economies. Asia, particularly East Asia, has gone 

through a transition from a low value chain economy to a more advanced economic structure and deep 

integration in the global value chain. Consequently, the profile of the economies has changed. The 

share of advanced manufacturing goods in countries’ export profile has increased. Foreign direct 

investment, digitalization and policy implementation has supported this trend and created many jobs in 

manufacturing sector. The share of people employed in agriculture across the region has decreased 

from 48% in 2000 to 29% in 2019, while manufacturing and services has increased its share. The 

global pandemic has impacted the economies of the region, South Asia saw the largest projected 

increase in poverty of any region in the world, at 78 million people. Income inequality widened in the 

region during the pandemic. Almost 50 million people in Asia and the Pacific are projected to have 

left the middle class due to the pandemic, exposing the fragility of many of the gains in poverty 

reduction. 

 

Politically, the region is going through an intense competition and struggle between the global powers 

(USA and China). Beijing has been enforcing its ownership claims in the South China Sea in direct 

confrontation with some of the ASEAN countries like Vietnam and the Philippines, which have 

condemned Chinese policies. The Chinese desire to guarantee strategic access to the open waters of 

the Indian and Pacific oceans and have access to the resources of the sea itself, particularly its fish and 

hydrocarbon will continue to affect the region. This increasing competition between China and the 

United States will shape the political and institutional context of most Asian countries in the coming 

decades. Democratic backsliding, in line with a global trend of weakening democratic institutions, has 

occurred in many countries in the region in the past years. The world saw yet another year of decline 

for liberal democracy during 2020. The decline is especially prominent in the Asia-Pacific region. 

 

Armed conflicts in Asia have decreased in number and intensity. However, the region still experiences 

low-level subnational conflicts motivated by secession, religion, or access to land in countries like 

Myanmar, Thailand, Pakistan, Indonesia, and India.1 Besides subnational conflicts, Asia also 

experiences intercommunal and localized violence. Conflict situations in many countries evolve from 

tensions around rights and access to natural resources – particularly land, forest areas, fresh water, 

coastal sea resources – and people’s vulnerabilities to climate change. Levels of violence, including 

armed violence, criminal violence, and gender-based violence are also high. Most Asian countries 

have diverse populations, and their governments continue to grapple with the enduring challenge of 

maintaining stability across ethnic or religious divides. Growing expressions of ethnic nationalism are 

evident in many countries as majoritarian political forces have both aggravated divisions and eroded 

 
1 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia, 2021: Identity-based Conflict and Extremism, p.8 
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democratic institutions. These trends, usually associated with each country’s dominant religion and 

with efforts to manipulate sentiments of group identity for electoral support, have repeatedly affected 

the rights of minorities. 

 

Industrialization, urbanization and intensification of agriculture has led to a massive increase in 

emissions and environmental degradation. Most Asian countries still emit far less on a per capita basis 

than the OECD average, but these numbers have increased rapidly over the last two decades. 

Biodiversity is declining across the Asia-Pacific region and all major ecosystems are threatened. 

Pesticide use has doubled, and fish stocks are rapidly being depleted, threatening biodiversity and the 

livelihoods of millions of people. Air pollution causes millions of premature deaths across the region 

every year. The climate is changing fast across the Asia Pacific region, with sea level rise posed to 

creative massive disruptions for the 2.4 billion Asians who live in low-lying coastal areas, including 

the inhabitants of many of the regions’ largest cities. For some pacific island states, rising sea levels 

are an existential threat. The melting of the all-important Hindu-Kush-Himalaya glaciers will disrupt 

the flow of many major rivers across the region. Marginalized groups will be most impacted by the 

effects of climate change and food production, among many other things, will be severely impacted. 

The number of deaths from natural disasters has fallen dramatically across Asia as states have grown 

more resilient. However, migration due to both sudden and slow onset climate events is set to be a 

defining feature of the Asia-Pacific region in the coming decades.  

 

Altogether, Asia has undergone dramatic changes in the past two decades, from hosting more than half 

of the world’s poor in 1990 to a fraction of that today. Societies have changed dramatically as 

economic structures have been transformed and countries have urbanized. However, significant 

challenges remain in the form of corruption, unequal income distribution, eroding democratic rights 

and the risks of high stakes geopolitical disputes involving China, the United States, and others. Not 

least, the rapid pace of climatic change in the region together with the pandemic threatens to unravel 

many gains made in the past decades. The consequences of the pandemic are already visible in the 

region. The World Bank2 estimates that 97 million people across the globe (many in Asia) fell into 

poverty due to the pandemic, living on less than $2 a day. There has been little improvement despite 

some improvements in the general economic conditions. There is a risk that the pandemic has caused 

permanent structural changes. This is a historic setback in the fight against global poverty, with the 

number of the world's poorest rising for the first time in over 20 years.  

Sida’s model for analysing multidimensional poverty identifies four dimensions of poverty. These are 

resources, opportunities and choice, human security, and power and voice. Applying this model to 

Asia Pacific, the following groups have been identified as living in poverty: people in rural areas, 

those working in informal sectors, indigenous people and those with ethnic and religious minorities, 

migrants and people with disabilities. Gender inequalities are clearly reflected too. 

 

 

  

 
2 World Bank (2021) Turning the corner on the pandemic in 2021  

https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/updated-estimates-impact-covid-19-global-poverty-turning-corner-pandemic-2021
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Conclusions from an operational perspective 

o Poverty is complex. Multiple causes interplay to push people into a situation of poverty – and 

to keep them there. Knowledge about this complexity and how it is manifested for different 

groups of people, such as people living in rural areas and are depending on local resources, 

people in the informal sector or people having insecure employments, indigenous people, ethnic 

and religious minorities, migrant workers, and people with disabilities, is fundamental to be able 

to define effective policy measures and approaches to reduce poverty when implementing the 

regional strategy for Asia Pacific 2022-2026. Hence groups identified living in poverty are; 

people in rural areas, those working in informal sectors, indigenous people and those with ethnic 

and religious minorities, migrants and people with disabilities. Gender inequalities are clearly 

visible.  
o Sida’s MDPA process was adjusted to fit the regional perspective. The regional approach to 

MDPA identifies regional, subregional, and transboundary trends that 1) influence who is 

multidimensionally poor, and 2) help to explain why those persons are multidimensionally poor. 

A regional approach to poverty is a part of the new strategy´s overarching Theory of Change, 

and the analysis guides the priorities and way forward within each strategy goal for a more 

targeted approach amongst stakeholders and beneficiaries. A strengthened sensitivity to, and 

awareness of, intersectionality during the strategy implementation will further support the 

understanding how power and economic inequalities, alongside structural inequalities related to 

gender and sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, functionality etc., influence the experience of 

poverty amongst individuals, and the forms of poverty in society.   
o Context matters, and context changes constantly (and sometimes rapidly). The first major 

change affecting the work with this MDPA was the covid-19 pandemic (2020 onwards) and its 

socio-economic consequences, including a negative impact on all human rights, democracy, 

and rule of law. Pre-existing inequalities have deepened, with an increasing pressure on 

persons living in vulnerable situations. Other major changes relate to conflict in the region, not 

least the Taliban takeover in Afghanistan and the military coup d’état in Myanmar. In 2022 

(just as Sida was about to finalize this MDPA) Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine is 

predicted to be another game changer that will have economic effects far and wide, including 

in the Asia Pacific region. The Ukraine crisis will also negatively affect development aid. In 

sum, this highlights the importance to continuously revisit and update the MDPA.  

o Democracy is in decline, limiting both people’s influence over political decisions and their 

power over their own lives. Democracy is key in the fight against poverty. Poverty is not just 

about a lack of food, water and shelter. It is also about lacking influence over political decisions 

and power over your own life. Democratic change must always proceed from the will of the 

people themselves in the society that is changing. The people who live and work in the country 

or region always have the best knowledge and most important experience. Therefore, the 

support to regional, agile, homegrown organisations with capacity to reach out to the local level 

is more important than ever, including support to regional feminist- and youth movements.  
o Natural resource depletion, degradation of ecosystems, loss of biodiversity and high levels 

of pollution are all negative trends in the Asia-Pacific region. Many resources are 

transboundary and sustainable management of them require a regional approach. 

Ecological degradation has affected mainly the poor people especially in rural areas where 

poverty is intrinsically linked to the loss of biological resources. Poor people depend more on 

ecosystem services such as fuel woods, non-timber forest products, bush meats, and fish for 

their subsistence as they are less able to access or pay for alternative sources for their 

livelihoods. In South and East Asia and the Pacific, 73-84% of the poor live in rural areas. The 

implementation should contribute to the sustainable management of cross-border ecosystems 

with a focus on regional cooperation around the coasts and oceans, forests, water and to some 

extent also cultivated land as these constitute important cross-border ecosystems and are of 

great importance to people in multidimensional poverty. Conservation and restoration of 

biological diversity to ensure critical ecosystem services is crucial. Through support for 

limiting climate impact, sustainable natural resource management and reduced pollution, some 
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of the biggest direct driving forces behind the loss of biodiversity are addressed, which in turn 

increases resilience to the effects of climate change. 

o The region is vulnerable to climate change and climate disasters are expected to increase 

the following years. Asia-Pacific is the world’s most climate-vulnerable region in both slow-

onset and sudden-onset events with increasing displacement from disasters. Climate change 

and environmental degradation threatens to halt or even undo much of the progress on poverty 

reduction in the region in the last three decades. The risk of conflict, malnourishment, large 

scale migration and health hazards are expected to increase in the coming decades. Continued 

support to adaptation and strengthened resilience and disaster prevention measures with a 

strong focus on rights and gender equality in accordance with the Sendai framework will be 

crucial. 

o Increasing climate impact and energy consumption while one tenth of the people lack 

access to electricity. Asia and the Pacific account for more than half of global energy 

consumption, with 85% of regional consumption coming from fossil fuels. Yet one tenth of 

the people lack access to electricity, and many more rely on traditional biomass use (such as 

incineration) for cooking and heating. The demand for energy is increasing due to rapid 

urbanization and industrialization. The total share of renewable energy in the energy mix is 

declining in the region. A positive development, however, is that China has promised to stop 

financing the construction of new coal-fired power plants abroad, including within the "Belt 

and Road Initiative" in the region. There are opportunities for avoiding long-term lock-in with 

carbon-based energy technology that can be supported. Reduced deforestation and sustainable 

land use are also crucial to reducing emissions and increasing nature's absorbency even though 

only a few countries in Asia and Oceania made any further commitments on this at COP26.  

o An integrated approach is needed to tackle interlinked challenges. The MDPA shows that 

underlying causes of poverty is due to many factors that interplay. A siloed response is thus 

not efficient. An integrated approach means that the environmental and climate perspective is 

integrated into programs related to human rights, democracy, the rule of law and gender 

equality, while respecting human rights and the rule of law, greater opportunities for 

democratic participation and gender equality are integrated into environmental and climate 

support. 

o Development aid is limited. Sida need to focus its regional work and steer the portfolio to have 

a stronger focus on low and lower-middle income countries, marginalized sub-regions and 

social groups in developing countries. Innovative approaches to mobilize engagement and 

capital is another way to increase the positive effects of development aid.  
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1. Background and approach 
 
1.1 Sweden’s Strategy for the Asia and Pacific Region 
 
The purpose of this analysis of multidimensional poverty is to support the operationalisation of the 

new strategy for the Asia and Pacific during 2022, strategy reports and also as support to dialogue with 

partners and new interventions. The new strategy for the region has three main areas:  

o Strengthened democracy and gender equality, and greater respect for human rights 

o Environmental improvement, reduced climate impact and increased resilience to 

environmental impacts, climate change and natural disasters 

o Strengthen democracy and gender equality, and greater respect for human rights (Cambodia3) 

Swedish development cooperation takes a multidimensional view of poverty; implying that poverty 

not only means lack of material resources but also lack of power and voice and respect for human 

rights, lack of opportunities and choice. To further determine how and why people end up in poverty, a 

multidimensional poverty analysis (MDPA) can be undertaken.  

This multidimensional poverty analysis/ report is a result of a collaboration between experts at Sida 

HQ and the staff at the Swedish Embassy in Bangkok. The aim of the report has been to identify and 

present selected trends and common denominators as well as driving forces etc. that leads/and or have 

a direct and or indirect impact on multidimensional poverty in Asia and the Pacific. The principal 

objective has been to produce a MDPA report and carry out a process that is relevant and provides 

guidance to the regional development cooperation in the Asia and the Pacific.  

While aiming at carrying out a MDPA for this region, we must bear in mind that Asia and the Pacific 

is one of the largest and most diverse regions on Earth in terms of economies, societies, culture, 

environment and human settlements. There is a vast diversity of cultural and ethnic heritage and the 

region’s landscape varies from tundra to tropical forests and from the highest mountain to the greatest 

river delta. The region includes high-, middle- and low-income countries, several with Least 

Developed Country status, and many Small Island Developing States.  

The complexity of the Asia and Pacific region, as well as the regional approach employed by the 

Embassy, meant that the MDPA process would have to be adapted to suit the needs of the Embassy. It 

was collaboratively decided that transboundary trends and aggregated national trends that relate to the 

MDPA as well as the regional context are the most relevant to focus on, since it is the context that the 

Embassy is working in. Whilst national case studies might be used for illustration, the Embassy would 

strive to present the regional context. Also note that it has been a challenge to find data that includes 

the whole Asia and the Pacific, particularly during the ongoing pandemic and in some cases data from 

smaller sub-regions has been used.   

Due to the complexity discussed above, the report does not have the intention to provide the reader 

with a holistic picture and fully fledged multidimensional poverty analysis of Asia and the Pacific but 

delimits to give the reader an overview of trends, information and input to the multidimensional 

poverty analysis in the region.  

 

 

 
3 Cambodia has its own MDPA 
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1.2 The MDPA Approach 
 

Sida identifies four dimensions of poverty: resources, opportunities and choice, human security, and 

power and voice. The four dimensions – captured in the inner circle – help identifying the main ways 

in which poverty manifests itself and how it is experienced by people living in poverty. The 

underlying understanding is that poverty is complex. 

Multiple causes interplay to push people into a 

situation of poverty – and to keep them there. 

Knowledge about this complexity and how it is 

manifested for different groups of people is 

fundamental to be able to define effective policy 

measures and approaches to reduce poverty. All the 

dimensions are interlinked. To be defined by Sida as 

living in poverty, a person needs to be resource poor 

and poor in at least one other dimension.   

The outer circle displays the development context, in 

which poor people live and act. Sida analyses the 

development context along four aspects – in terms of 

social, economic, political and institutional 

development as well as environment and conflict. A gender perspective permeates all these aspects. 

The outer circle is the explanatory framework for the degree and dimensions of poverty (why), and 

also contains the main elements of a development analysis that explains opportunities and constraints 

both for an inclusive and sustainable development as well as for people living in poverty to change 

their situation. 

 

1.3 The Method, Scope and Limitations of this Study 
 

The Embassy has chosen to take a step-by-step approach to the MDPA, consisting of an inclusive 

participatory process with colleagues at the Embassy, implementing partners and experts and advisers 

from Sida HQ. At the beginning of the process the main aim was to enhance the collective 

understanding among the colleagues at the Embassy of what a multidimensional poverty is, as well as 

how the MDPA can contribute to enhance the focus of poverty in the operations of the Embassy. 

Several internal workshops were held at the Embassy regarding the dimensions of poverty and 

methodologic support was provided from Sida HQ. Aa few selected partners were invited to a 

workshop to present and share their knowledge on current and future trends in Asia and the Pacific 

and to discuss and analyse risks and opportunities facing people living in poverty in the region. 

Creating a shared meaning of the MDPA and understanding for the dimensions and the context in Asia 

and the Pacific has been the main priority throughout the process.  

 

To develop a MDPA on a region as diverse and complex as the Asia-Pacific context has been a 

challenge. The geographic scope is broad, and the region contains 30% of the global land mass and 

more than half of the world’s population, including more than 300 million of the world’s extreme poor 

(of which approximately 200 million live in India). The politics of Asia are extremely varied as would 

be expected of such a large landmass and a diverse population. Constitutional monarchies, absolute 

monarchies, one-party states, federal states, dependent territories, liberal democracies and military 

dictatorships are all factors in the region, as well as various forms of independence movements. The 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Absolute_monarchy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Absolute_monarchy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/One-party_state
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_state
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dependent_territory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_dictatorship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_dictatorship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independence
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economic systems are also diverse - planned economies with market economies and all in between. 

The wealth of different countries also varies widely, including within sub-regions. If you compare the 

GDP per capita in Lao PDR and in Thailand, for example, the latter has a drastically higher GDP per 

capita.4 On a macro level, Asia and particularly East Asia and South East Asia, has seen a significant 

reduction in poverty in the last 30 years.  

Number of poor at $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) (millions, World Bank) 
 

 
1990 

 
2005 

 
2010 

 
2015 

 
2019 

Share of 
world 1990 

Share of 
world 2019 

East Asia & Pacific 984 363 221 47 20 52.7% 2.9% 

Latin America & Caribbean 70 60 38 26 24 3.8% 3.5% 

Middle East & North Africa 14 9 8 19 27 0.8% 4.0% 

South Asia 505 509 401 262 262 5 27.1% 38.2% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 278 385 401 413 436 14.9% 63.6% 

Europe & Central Asia 11 23 14 7 5 0.6% 0.7%         

World 1867 1355 1088 736 686 100% 100% 

Number of poor at $3.2 a day (2011 PPP) (millions, World Bank) 

  
1990 

 
2005 

 
2010 

 
2015 

 
2019 

   Share of 
world 1990 

Share of 
world 2019 

East Asia & Pacific 1365 861 602 254 131 46.9% 7.2% 

Latin America & Caribbean 136 124 86 68 59 4.7% 3.2% 

Middle East & North Africa 61 58 51 61 77 2.1% 4.2% 

South Asia 906 1080 1042        Na 905 6 31.1% 49.7% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 383 570 618 667 719 13.2% 39.5% 

Europe & Central Asia 55 53 36 26 20 1.9% 1.1%         

World 2913 2755 2443 1933 1821 100% 100% 

Number of poor at $5.5 a day (2011 PPP) (millions, World Bank) 

  
1990 

 
2005 

 
2010 

 
2015 

 
2019 

   Share of 
world 1990 

Share of 
world 2019 

East Asia & Pacific 1526 1358 1102 710 473 42.3% 14.5% 

Latin America & Caribbean 226 233 186 165 145 6.3% 4.4% 

Middle East & North Africa 135 153 150 158 172 3.7% 5.3% 

South Asia 1074 1377 1444 Na 1440 7 29.8% 44.1% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 453 686 764 850 928 12.6% 28.4% 

Europe & Central Asia 174 120 82 68 58 4.8% 1.8%         

World 3602 3940 3742 3387 3269 100% 100% 

 

These differences can be found across the region. Unlike a national MDPA, it is difficult to report on 

general trends in common poverty indicators, such as the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI). This 

is partly because different regions use different indicators – East Asia and Pacific, Asia Pacific, 

 
4 17 287 USD GDP per capita in PPP (Thailand) versus 7 689 USD (Lao PDR) in 2020 according to World Bank 
5 Latest statistics from 2015 according to World Bank 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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Southeast Asia etc. – and partly because trends vary greatly within the region. However, if one looks 

more in detail trends can be found, both on the regional level as well as on national level. See below 

for different indicators and trends on the regional and national level as background information.  

 

Various Indicators (rank) in the Asia and Pacific Region (lower numbers indicate better position) 

        HDI 
2000-2020 

Corruption  
2000 - 2021 

Competitiveness 
2001-2019 

      Gender Gap  
      2006 - 2020 

Nepal 142 - 142 na - 119 na- 108 101 - 106 
Bangladesh 145 - 133 na - 149 73 – 105 50 - 65 
Bhutan 140 – 129         na -25 na 131 - 130 
Sri Lanka        89 - 72  52 - 105            57-84 102 - 116 
India 124 - 131         69 - 86 36 - 68 112 - 140 
China 96 - 85         63 - 67 47 - 28 106 - 107 
ASEAN     
Vietnam 109 - 117 76 – 96 62-67 87 - 87 
Indonesia 110 - 107 85 - 99 55 - 50 85 - 101 
Philippines        77 -  107 69 -  120    54 - 64             16 - 17 

Cambodia 130 - 144 na - 161 na - 106 89 -103 
Laos 143 - 137 na – 134   na - 113 42 - 36 
Thailand 70 - 79 60 – 115    38-40 75 - 79 
Singapore 25 – 11         6 – 5    10 - 1 54 - 54 
Malaysia 59 - 62        36 – 63     37-27 104 - 112 
Myanmar 127 - 147 na - 143 na 104 - 109 
Brunei 32 - 47        na - 35 na- 56 95 - 111 
     

Negative trend = significant deterioration 
between the periods 

 Source: UNDP (HDI), Transparency International 
(Corruption), World Economic Forum (Gender gap 
and competitiveness) Positive trend = significant improvements 

between the periods 
 

 

 

1.4 Leave no one Behind 
 

The 2030 Agenda calls “eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions” the greatest global 

challenge and an indispensable requirement for sustainable development. There is a clear need for 

concerted, creative, and rigorous efforts to measure and reduce multidimensional poverty in a way that 

ensures that no one is left behind. Implementation of the 2030 Agenda necessitates further knowledge 

about how different groups of people are being affected by development, so that the effects on these 

groups are considered in development policies and development cooperation.  

The 2030 Agenda takes a holistic view on development. Social, political, economic, and 

environmental perspectives need to be combined for an inclusive and sustainable development. The 

2030 Agenda combines, among other things, economic growth, environmental sustainability and the 

fight against climate change with peaceful and inclusive societies and strong, accountable institutions. 

It also brings different actors, governments, civil society, the private sector, and academia, together to 

jointly reach the objectives.  
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2. Political Economy in the Asia and Pacific Region 
 

Throughout history, external powers have contributed heavily to the political and security 

development in Asia. Centuries of Chinese and Indian influence, colonial rule, and more recent 

imperial interventions have affected the entire region. More recently, after the second world war, the 

Asia Pacific has been the centre for the great power struggles. The second world war and the 

subsequent Cold War shaped political fault lines and conflicts in the region for long time. The end of 

the second world war and the collapse of the Japanese occupation of large parts of East and Southeast 

Asia led to a rapid wave of decolonization, as many countries in the region fought to become 

sovereign states rather than return to the ownership of their previous European colonial masters. The 

conflicts borne out of decolonization fed directly into the Cold War, and localized struggles for 

independence rapidly took on global geopolitical and ideological dimensions as great powers like the 

United States and the Soviet Union got involved. The cold war also shaped political institutions in the 

region.  

 

In the last decades after the fall of the Soviet Union, the US become the sole superpower dominating 

this region. However, the tectonic plates of great-power politics have shifted considerably in Asia over 

the last two decades. After a period of relatively clear American primacy, the accent of China and 

other powers has again made the Asia-Pacific order more multipolar. China has emerged as a new 

global actor and rivalry between China and 

USA is set to shape the political and 

economic structure of the region in the 

coming years.8 In the economic term, 

China has emerged as the largest trading 

nation in the world and is now largest 

trading partner to many countries in Asia, 

challenging the US in the Pacific region. 

The creation of the trading block 

Transpacific Partnership (TPP) was an 

indication of the regional rivalry between 

the USA and China. The USA, before 

pulling out in 2017, often sought to portray 

the bloc as a tool to keep China from 

exercising influence over trading rules.9 

The TPP itself was an ambitious free-trade 

agreement that was broad, covering two-fifths of the world economy, including America and 11 other 

nations around the Pacific. It was also deep, covering everything from labour standards to intellectual-

property rights.10 China is not a member of the CPTPP11, it has created a competing trading block 

called Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) where it is the largest member.12  

 

 
8 Ciorciari, J.D (2008) The balance of great-Power influence in contemporary South East Asia. Stanford University 
9 The Economist (2021) China throws a wrench into a transpacific trade pact 
10 The Economist (2018) A new trade block emerges from the ashes of the TPP 
11 After the US pullback, TPP changed name to CPTPP 
12 ASEAN plus Australia, India, Japan, Korea and New Zealand 
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The power struggle is also evident in increased Chinese assertiveness towards Taiwan, as well as the 

territorial disputes surrounding the South China Sea. China is asserting ownership over the strategic 

area, containing large fisheries and hydrocarbon reserves, through which one third of global shipping 

passes. China’s behaviour in the South China sea is an indication of growing political and economic, 

as well as military capabilities. Since 1990 China has increased expenditure on its security and 

military capacity much faster than any of the global actors. In 1990 the USA’s military expenditure 

was 30 times larger than China’s. In 2020 the gap had narrowed to 3 time larger, still in the USA’s 

favour but considering the fast growing expenditure on the Chinese side, this gap is set to narrow in 

the coming years.13   

In the South China Sea, China is pitted against ASEAN members Vietnam and the Philippines, among 

others, the USA has sided with the smaller states and the dispute is considered a risky potential 

flashpoint for armed conflict. China has few alliances in the region but has managed to court 

Cambodia to prevent ASEAN from issuing joint statements on the dispute. The United States has 

established deep relations with many of the countries in the region and is using this advantage as an 

important pillar of its foreign policy in the pacific region. The current US administration has put a 

particular emphasis on allies in its Asia strategy by strengthening long-standing alliances such as those 

with Japan and South Korea and put considerable energy into bolstering multilateral partnerships such 

as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (with Australia, India, and Japan) and the newly formed 

AUKUS pact (with Australia and the United Kingdom).14 15  

 

The risk of conflict involving China may however be higher with other Asian states than with the US. 

The India-China relationship has deteriorated in the last decade, reflecting both Chinese ambitions as 

well as a more nationalistic India. The two countries were involved in border skirmishes in 2020 and 

2021. US support for India could deter China but could also risk escalating the conflict.16 It is no 

secret that the U.S.-Chinese relationship has entered dangerous and unstable territory with 

consequences for the whole region.17 

 

Having overtaken the United States in 2013, China is now the top global trader and the largest trading 

partner to a number of countries in the East Asia and Pacific region.18 Many observers worry that 

China is using its economic might to buy goodwill and influence as well as using its trade leverage and 

 
13 Data from SIPRI Database 
14 Brookings (2021) China's search for allies: Is Beijing building a rival alliance system? 
15 The economist (2021) a weary superpower 
16 Council on Foreign Relations (April 2021) Preparing for heightened tensions Between China and India 
17 Foreign Affairs (2021) Diplomacy Can’t Repair the Relationship—But It Can Still Prevent Disaster 
18 Foreign Affairs (2021) How Not to Win Allies and Influence Geopolitics 
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large consumer market to extract concessions from foreign governments.19 With US officials voicing 

particular concern about the Belt and Road Initiative, a substantial global infrastructure project that the 

US describes as “debt-trap-diplomacy”, saddling smaller economies with debt and possibly forcing 

them into accepting Chinese strategic concessions. China wants to achieve global economic 

dominance and regional military superiority over the USA without provoking direct conflict with 

Washington and its allies. Once it achieves superiority, China will then, most likely, incrementally 

change its behaviour toward other states, especially when their policies conflict with China’s ever-

changing definition of its core national interests. On top of this, China has already sought to gradually 

make the multilateral system more obliging of its national interests and values.20  

 

China as a development actor: China wishes to position itself as the leader of the global South and 

its growing political and economic muscles are giving the country a competitive edge. A historic 

transformation of power is taking place -  economic and political shift from Western countries towards 

the East (China, India) will have huge consequences for the countries of the region, global institutions 

and a wide range of policy areas, 

including development. Great 

power rivalry will continue to 

shape the region in the coming 

decade and may force many 

smaller countries to difficult 

choices. The implications of 

deteriorating US-China relations 

are global in scope but more 

specific in the Pacific region and 

may pressure states in the region 

to find a middle-way or ultimately 

choose sides in the struggle 

between China and the USA, 

particularly if the process of 

decoupling21 continues. Chinese 

leadership has proclaimed a more 

assertive role for China in the 

world, as part of this process China has become a major global developmental22 aid donor and close to 

40% of its total aid goes to the Asia and Pacific region. China has joined hands with other countries to 

promote policy, infrastructure, trade, financial and people-to-people connectivity.23 Africa and Asia 

are the main destinations of the Chinese development aid. Belt and Road cooperation is a major 

platform for China for international development cooperation. Besides, China’s role in the 

multilateral development banks (MDB) is growing importance in development finance and global 

governance. As China shifts from a borrower to a creditor, MDBs represent a valuable tool to 

further its geopolitical agenda, promote its own distinct views on development and contribute to 

addressing global economic and social challenges.24 However, China’s economic development has 

also benefited its neighbours, with simulation results from UN ESCAP suggesting that China will add 

349 billion USD to the economies of the Asia-Pacific region between 2020 and 2030.25  

 
19 Ibid. 
20 Foreign Affairs (2021) How to Keep U.S.-Chinese Confrontation From Ending in Calamity 
21 Decoupling = USA sanctions companies selling advanced technologies to China in order to contain China’s growing technological influence.  
22 Foreign assistance in three categories; grants, interest-free loans and concessional loans in total 42 billion $US between 2013 - 2018 
23 The State Council Information Office of China (2021) China’s International Development Cooperation in the New Era 
24 ODI (2021) China in the multilateral development banks 
25 ESCAP (2019) China’s economic transformation: Impacts on Asia and the Pacific, p. xiii 
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3. The Four Underlying Development Contexts of 
Poverty  

 

3.1 Economic and Social Context 
 
There were two waves of dramatic poverty reduction in Asia during the past half century. The first 

was in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (especially the early 1980s), coinciding with rapid economic 

growth in the newly industrialized East Asia and several Southeast Asian economies. Faster-growing 

economies had larger reductions in poverty. The second wave occurred from the 1980s and continues 

today, real GDP per capita growth in East Asia and the Pacific was more than double the world 

average in 2017. This wave includes India, China, and many other countries, broadly coinciding with 

economic reforms and acceleration in economic growth. As a result, there has been a dramatic decline 

in both the number of poor as well as the share of poor.26 Made all the more remarkable by the fact 

that the region has seen a large increase in population during the same time period.27 Over the past 

years, Asia achieved economic growth and reduced poverty faster than any other region of the world at 

any time in history. But many countries also experienced rising income inequality. Technological 

change, globalization, and market-oriented deregulation have driven the region’s rapid growth, but 

have also had significant distributional implications. These forces tend to favour owners of capital 

over labour, skilled over unskilled workers, and urban and coastal areas over rural and inland regions. 

The impacts of these forces have been compounded by various forms of unequal access to opportunity 

often caused by institutional weaknesses.28  

                         GDP per capita (PPP) in $US in Asia and Pacific between 2000 – 2020 (IMF) 

 2000 2020   2000 2020 

Singapore 56107 92003 
 

Palau 11412 13564 

Malaysia 15764 25976 
 

Fiji 9954 10964 

Thailand 9810 17287 
 

Nauru              n/a 9342 

China 3428 16297 
 

Tonga 4856 5869 

Sri Lanka 5988 12527 
 

Samoa 3934 5359 

Indonesia 5744 11586 
 

Marshall Islands 3388 3894 

Bhutan 4100 11432 
 

Papua New Guinea 2856 3634 

Bhutan 2784 11345 
 

Micronesia, Fed. Sts. 3002 3469 

Vietnam 3599 10303 
 

Timor-Leste 2295 3206 

Philippines 4514 8012 
 

Vanuatu 2579 2451 

Lao P.D.R. 2852 7689 
 

Solomon Islands 2016 2327 

India 2361 6125 
 

Kiribati 1964 2085 

Bangladesh 2014 5031 
    

Myanmar 1130 4969 
 

World average        13 786 17 424 

Cambodia 1467 4451 
    

Nepal 2061 3849 
    

       

 

 
26 World Trade Organisation (WTO) Trade profiles 
27 Statistics from United Nations populations Division 
28 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (2018) The Recent Trend of Income Inequality in Asia and How Policy Should Respond 
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Asia has progressed rapidly on regional economic integration over the past few decades, with 

variations within the region. Economic integration in East and Southeast Asia is the most advanced, 

driven by growing trade and foreign direct investment (FDI) networks linked to global supply chains. 

South Asia is the least economically integrated subregion.29 However, regional integration in Asia has 

been market led and bottom up, often lacking strong regional institutions and regional governance. 

The rise of China has driven further investment in the region and China now accounts for nearly half, 

48%, of intraregional investment in the Asia-Pacific.30  

Regional and global economic integration together with digitalisation and technology has changed the 

structure of the economies. Asia, particularly East Asia, has gone through a transition from a low 

value chain economy to a more advanced economic structure and deep integration in the global value 

chain. Consequently, the profile of the economies has changed. The share of advanced manufacturing 

goods in countries’ export profile has increased. In 2019, manufacturing goods constituted 69% of 

Thailand’s exports, 70% of Malaysia’s exports and 85% of Vietnam’s exports, significantly higher 

than any time before.31 Foreign direct investment, digitalization and policy implementation has 

supported this trend and created many jobs in manufacturing sector. The share of people employed in 

agriculture across the region has decreased from 48% in 2000 to 29% in 2019, with manufacturing and 

services accounting for the rest.32 Large differences between countries still exist, with 61% of the 

workforce in Laos employed in agriculture, compared with only 10% in Malaysia.33 Still, the 

economies of several countries in Asia and the Pacific depend heavily on single commodity exports 

and are thus vulnerable to shocks that affect trade. One example is Bangladesh where 94% of the 

exports come from the garment and footwear sector which amounts to 15% of the country’s GDP.34 

 

Natural resource-based economies in the region face many challenges, with 63% of GDP in Asia 

and the Pacific potentially at risk due to biodiversity and nature loss. Under a business-as-usual 

scenario, 42% of all species in Southeast Asia could be lost.35 For example, the majority of ASEAN’s 

economies depend on climate-sensitive sectors, such as agriculture, forestry, water and fisheries. The 

region has vast natural resources, including 30% of the world’s arable lands, and the most extensive 

forest and fishery resources in the world. Large scale foreign acquisitions and investments in mining, 

agriculture or forestry projects provide economic opportunities but can also impact land security for 

small-scale farmers, rural communities, tenants, ethnic minorities, and indigenous peoples. Women are 

particularly affected as their land rights are often restricted by cultural practices and traditional legal 

barriers. In the tropical regions of Asia more than 600 million people are highly dependent on nature 

for their livelihoods, a dependence that has a negative correlation with the Human Development 

Index.36 

 

Women’s participation in the labour market is low in Asia and stands at just over 40%, with the 

employment rate for women in South Asia being particularly weak, standing at 22%.37 The gender gap 

in the labor force participation rate has hardly improved since 2000. In the Asia-Pacific region, the 

male participation rate exceeded the female rate by 30 percentage points in 2017, a decrease of only 1 

 
29 ADB (2021) Asian Economic Integration Report, p.141 
30 ESCAP (2019) China’s economic transformation: Impacts on Asia and the Pacific, p.24 
31 World Trade Organisation (WTO) Trade profiles 
32 ADB (2021) Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2021, p.94  
33 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.ZS?locations=DK-TO-4E-8S&name_desc=false 
34 Chief Economist Team SIDA, Economic Development in Asia in times of Covid-19  
35 World Economic Forum (2021) New Nature: Asia’s Next Wave, p.8 
36 Fedele et. Al (2021) Nature-dependent people: Mapping human direct use of nature for basic needs across the tropics, P.4 
37 ILO (2020) Asia-Pacific Employment and Social Outlook, p.2 
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percentage point since 2000.38 In addition, the rate has shown a downward trend since the early 2000s, 

demonstrating the firmly embedded structural blockage to women’s work in the subregion. The overall 

level of employment in Asia and the Pacific is high and stands at 59.7%39, most of that employment is 

informal, with informal labour exceeding 70% in some countries.40 More than 60% of workers in Asia 

and the Pacific are characterized as 'vulnerable', meaning they are own-account workers, unpaid 

family workers, or in casual, part-time or temporary employment. Women make up a disproportionally 

large share of these vulnerable workers, reflecting their limited opportunities in gainful work and their 

dual roles as income earners and family care givers.41 A gender wage gap remains and female 

employees are frequently paid less than their male counterparts. 42 In addition to being excluded from, 

and discriminated in, the labor market, women in Asia and the Pacific spend 4.1 times more time in 

unpaid care work than men.43 During the pandemic, many women and men in the service sector, 

manufacturing and non-formal sector have lost their jobs. Many of these women and men have 

returned to their villages in a sort of reverse migration into the non -formal sector and the agriculture 

sector, creating an increased demand for jobs in these sectors.44 

 

Migration For several decades, countries in the Asia–Pacific region have been characterized as the 

places of origin, destination, and transit for millions of migrants. Migration to, from and within the 

region has been motivated by economic opportunities, labour demand from abroad, emerging threats 

and conflicts, natural disasters, and the effects of unsustainable development.45 Estimates vary, but 

more than 80 million people from the Asia-Pacific region reside outside of their countries of origin, 

representing almost 30% of all international migrants. The Asia-Pacific also hosts more than 40 

million international migrants, most of whom were born in other countries in the region.46 With the 

main countries of origin for international migrants in the Asia-Pacific region being India, China, 

Bangladesh, Pakistan and the Philippines. There is a slight gender imbalance of emigrants from the 

Asia-Pacific, with 44% of all emigrants being women.47 Female migrant workers tend to be found 

within the care economy, including health and domestic work, while male migrant workers are more 

present in the manufacturing and construction sectors. Furthermore, women face more economic and 

non-economic obstacles as migrant workers, and are far more vulnerable to a multitude of abuses such 

as trafficking and sexual exploitation.4849 The risk of these obstacles arising have increased during the 

pandemic.50 The most common reason for migration is for work to support families back home, with 

annual remittances to the region standing 315 billion USD, substantially higher than the annual 

developmental aid which currently stands at 161 billion USD.51 Human trafficking is still prevalent, 

particularly in East and Southeast Asia, where the sub-region can contain country of origin, transit and 

destination for victims of human trafficking.52 Adult females make up the greatest share of identified 

 
38 The gap was lowest in Eastern Asia (14 percentage points), rising to 25 points in South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific and to as high as 51 

points in Southern Asia. At 27.9%, the female labour force participation rate in Southern Asia is among the world’s lowest (behind only the 
Arab States and Northern Africa). Asia-Pacific Employment and Social Outlook, Advancing decent work for sustainable development, 2018, 

ILO, p. Xvi 
39 ILO (2018) Asia-Pacific Employment and Social Outlook, Advancing decent work for sustainable development,. p. XV 
40 ILO (2020) Asia-Pacific Employment and Social Outlook p.xi, p.2 
41 ILO (2022) Equality and Discrimination in Asia and the Pacific  
42 ESCAP (2020) Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2020 
43 ILO (2018) Women do 4 times more unpaid care work than men in Asia and the Pacific 
44 Ipsnews.net (2022) Impact of COVID-19 on Women in South Asia 
45 IOM (2021) Asia-Pacific Migration Data Report 2020, p.v 
46 Ibid, p.xix 
47 Ibid, p.28 
48 ILO (2021) Global Estimates on International Migrant Workers  
49  IOM (2021) World Migration Report 2022 
50 United Nation (2020) Policy Brief: The Impact of  COVID-19 on  South-East Asia  
51 ADB (2021) Harnessing Digitization for Remittances in Asia and the Pacific, pp.3-4 
52 US State Department (2021) Trafficking in Persons Report, p.67-72 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_808935/lang--en/index.htm
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victims of human trafficking in Asia.53 Within Asia, 75% of victims of trafficking are from South-East 

Asia.54 

 

The region as a whole has undergone the demographic transition, which is the move from high 

fertility and mortality to low fertility and 

mortality. Between now and 2050 the 

number of people aged 60 years and older in 

the region will more than double, reaching 

1.3 billion.55 This aging of Asian societies 

presents several challenges, including a 

decreasing labour force and costs associated 

with caring for the elderly.56 At the same 

time, Asia and the Pacific still hosts the 

largest youth population in the world, 

standing at close to 700 million.57 South 

Asia has the largest number of young people 

and this “youth bulge”, presents challenges 

as the economies need to absorb millions 

entering the labour force each year.58 In East 

Asia the population of China will peak in 2030 and then start decreasing. India (in Sothern Asia) 

continues to see a rapid demographic trend and will overtake China in 2030 to become the most 

populous country in the world according to estimates from the United Nations. Among the ASEAN 

members, several countries have doubled their population since 1980, among those Cambodia, 

Malaysia, Vietnam and Indonesia. 59 

Urbanization has increased in the whole region due the growing population and a large wave of 

internal migration. In 2019, 47.2% of the 

labour force in the region was located in urban 

areas, following a steady and continuous rise 

from 36.4% in 2005.60 Urbanization puts a lot 

of pressure on the state, as it requires more 

concentrated service provision, increases 

infrastructure needs, while also causing higher 

emissions and pollution. Urbanization levels 

are uneven, standing at below 40% in South 

Asia and at close to 60% in East Asia.61 

Between the 2010 and 2020 the average annual 

rate of urbanization was 2.2% for East Asia, 

1.3% for the ASEAN countries and 1.2% for 

South Asia.62 Coverage of health services, 

 
53 IOM (2021) World Migration Report, p.264 
54 Ibid, p.87 
55 UNFPA Asia and the Pacific (2022) Population trends  
56 UN ESCAP, ILO (2020) The Protection We Want – Social Outlook for Asia and the Pacific 
57 ILO, ADB (2020) Tackling the Covid-19 youth unemployment crisis in Asia and the Pacific p.2 
58 World Bank Group (2020) Demographic trends and urbanization, p.145 
59 Statistics from UN Population division 
60 ILO (2020) World Employment and Social Outlook – Trends 2020, p 54 
61 UN Habitat (2015) LAND TENURE IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC, Challenges, Opportunities and Way Forward, p. VIII 
62 Statistics from UN Population Division 
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education enrollment and social protection have increased in tandem with these massive changes in 

urbanization and demographics, but large national and subnational differences persist. Spending on 

social services as a percentage of GDP varies widely in the region.63 The United Nations estimates that 

the rate of urbanization will continue rising in all part of parts of Asia. In 2030, East Asia will have a 

71% urban population, ASEAN countries 56% and in South Asia approximately 40%  of the 

population will be urban, as compared to the global level of 60%.64 It can be inferred that, generally, 

the rural-urban income gaps of households at different  distributional points have been narrowing in a 

number of Asian countries over time, for instance owing to a reduction in the rural-urban wage gap 

over time.65 

 

The rise of the middle class: Asia’s large economic growth rates has led to an enormous expansion of 

the middle class. Definitions of what constitute the middle class varies widely, but in Asia, 2 billion 

people live in households with a daily per capita income between 10 and 100 USD.66 The rapid 

economic growth has not benefited everybody however, and income inequality, as measured by the 

Gini coefficient, increased by 5 percentage points between 1995 and 2015.67 ESCAP estimates that 

153 million more people could have been lifted out of poverty had inequality not increased in the last 

decade.68 Southeast Asia in particular has seen increasing economic inequality, for example in 

Thailand the top 10% earn 35 times more than the bottom 10% and in the Philippines the average 

annual income of the top 10% is nine times higher than those of the bottom 10%.69   

Share of Global Middle Class (based on purchasing power of 10-100 US$ per capita) 70 

 

Over the past decades, countries across Asia have been converging towards higher levels of human 

development, as shown by the Human Development Index (HDI), a composite measure of indicators 

along three dimensions: life expectancy, educational attainment and command over the resources 

needed for a decent living. The number of middle Class has increased, particularly in Asia. In 2030 

 
63 UNESCO, Asia-Pacific Regional, Education for All Report, p. 2 
64 Statistics from UN Population division 
65 IFAD (2018) Asia’s rural-urban disparity in the context of growing inequality p.14 
66 World Economic Forum (2020) This chart shows the rise of the Asian Middle Class 
67 ESCAP (2017) Inequality in Asia and the Pacific in the Era of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, p.xii 
68 UN-ESCAP (2018) Inequality in Asia and the Pacific in the Era of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development p.iii 
69 The ASEAN post (2018) Southeast Asia’s widening inequalities 
70 Ibid. 
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approximately 66% of the total global middle class will live in Asia, compared with 28.5% in 2009.71 

Within Asia, India and China will account for more than 75% of the middle class.72 

 

However, the Covid-19 pandemic has created an economic crisis, shuttering businesses and cutting 

jobs around the world including Asia. The economic downturn is likely to have diminished living 

standards around the world, pushing millions out of the global middle class. A new Pew Research 

Center analysis finds that the global middle class encompassed 54 million fewer people in 2020 than 

the number projected prior to the onset of the pandemic, mainly in South Asia but also in East Asia.73 

 

 

 
71 UNDP (2013) Human Development Report, The rise of the South: Human Progress in a Diverse World 
72 Ibid 
73 Pew Research Centre (2021) The Pandemic Stalls Growth in the global middle Class, pushes poverty up sharply 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

o The outcomes of the pandemic varied widely on a national level, one of the worst hit countries 

was India, where the actual death toll may have reached as high as 4 million as of July 2021.  

 

o South Asia saw the largest projected increase in poverty of any region in the world, at 78 

million people. Income inequality widened in the region during the pandemic. 

 

o Close to 50 million people in Asia and the Pacific are projected to have left the middle class 

due to the pandemic, exposing the fragility of many of the gains in poverty reduction. 

 

o More women than men were employed in sectors that were affected or at high risk of being 

affected by the pandemic and its countermeasures. 

 

o Remittance flows to Asia proved remarkably resilient during the pandemic and in 2021 

remittance flows in the entire region, excluding China, were rising (7.3% growth).  

 

o The regional vaccination rate is still far lower than in many OECD countries, but several 

countries have inoculated more than half their population with two doses of vaccine. 

Developed countries willingness to share vaccines will in large part determine the ultimate 

outcome of the pandemic in Asia and economic recovery.  

   

o Digitalization has increased among youths across the region, but many still find it difficult to 

work and study remotely. Youths in the region suffered economically due to the pandemic and 

faced deteriorating mental health. 

 

o The education system has been heavily affected, especially impacting the youngest learners, 

as universities, schools and pre-schools faced closure for a considerable part of 2020 which 

extended to 2021.  
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Consequences for Development and for Sida  

o Less or moderate economic growth reduces the pace of poverty reduction. An aging 

population, economic inequality, rapid urbanization, slowing growth in global trade, and 

rapidly advancing technologies present new challenges to sustainable progress in the region. 

 

o Gender inequalities limit the pace of economic growth and poverty reduction. Advancing 

women’s equality in the countries of Asia and the Pacific could add $4.5 trillion to their 

collective GDP annually in 2025.  

 

o Women’s economic potential can be achieved through: increasing women’s labour-force 

participation rate, increasing women’s access to quality education, increasing the number of 

paid hours women work (part-time versus full-time mix of jobs), reducing women’s unpaid 

care work and raising women’s productivity relative to men’s by adding more women to 

higher-productivity sectors.   

  

o Half the population in the Asia-Pacific region still lack internet access and large discrepancies 

in internet connectivity between and within countries presents significant challenges for access 

to services and broader social equality. 

 

o Considering the existing migration flows from and within Asia, a regional perspective is 

suitable to address the transnational issues within the labour migration system in the region. 

 

o Countries in Southeast Asia have made remarkable progress over the past decades in their 

economic development and many of them have expanded development activities and 

programmes to other countries in the region. This  complements well development co-

operation activities of DAC members in support of development of Southeast Asian countries. 
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3.2 Political and Institutional Context 
 
The political and institutional context refers to formal and informal political institutions, norms, the 

rule of law, and human rights. The roots of poverty can often be traced to unequal power relations. The 

possibilities for poor women, men, girls and boys to participate in and influence the public debate are 

therefore important and depend on freedom of expression, association, and assembly. The rights 

perspective means that human rights and democracy are fundamental for development. Holding elites 

and public officials accountable for their decisions, priorities and policies as well as faults or 

omissions are important parts of empowerment and voice. The politics of Asia are extremely varied as 

would be expected of such a large landmass and a diverse population. Constitutional monarchies, 

absolute monarchies, one-party states, federal states, dependent territories, liberal democracies and 

military dictatorships are all factors in the region, as well as various forms of independence 

movements. Much of the political climate in Asia today is affected by colonialism and imperialism of 

the past with some states retaining close links with their former colonial governors while others 

involved in bitter independence struggles, the consequences of which continue to be felt.   

Beijing has been enforcing its ownership claims in the South China Sea in direct confrontation with 

some of the ASEAN countries like Vietnam and the Philippines, which have condemned Chinese 

policies. China’s claims become more visible and tangible the stronger China gets. The Chinese desire 

to guarantee strategic access to the open waters of the Indian and Pacific oceans, and the wish to have 

access to the resources of the sea itself, particularly its fish and hydrocarbon will continue to affect the 

region.74 This increasing competition between China and the United States will shape the political and 

institutional context of most Asian countries in the coming decades.  

Judicial Systems and political institutions; The Asia Pacific region has made negative progress on 

promoting inclusive societies, access to justice for all and accountable institutions. Non-discrimination 

regulations are often available on national level in constitutions, laws and ratified international 

instruments. But states fail to uphold their obligations to protect human rights due to weak rule of law, 

judicial systems and widespread impunity. On a regional scale, Asia ranks slightly below the world 

average on judicial independence, with significant declines in the last five years witnessed in Vietnam, 

the Philippines and Sri Lanka.75 The justice systems and political institutions in the region present 

significant barriers for the participation of migrants, migrant workers, indigenous people, LGBTI 

persons and youth. Discrimination because of gender, age, ethnicity, sexual and gender orientation, 

disability and other factors remains occurring because of faults in legal systems and discriminatory 

sociocultural norms and behaviors in society at large. The absence of special legal recognition is a 

barrier to these groups having access to public services, social justice and protection. Despite greater 

access to information through the use of media, new technologies and networking tools, many young 

people lack the capacity to effectively engage policymakers and be an actor in their own development, 

due to a mix of social, economic and cultural factors as well as limited levels of civic education.76  

Informal justice systems in Asia (and everywhere) are often more accessible to poor and 

disadvantaged people and may have the potential to provide quick cheap and culturally relevant 

remedies.77 Where states fail to uphold their obligations to protect human rights with weak rule of 

law/judicial systems and impunity, informal system raise.78  In Asia and the Pacific informal justice 

 
74 Hayton, Bill (2014) The South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia. Yale University 
75 International IDEA (2021) The State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific 
76  UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific, p.36 
77 In Bangladesh an estimated 60-70% of local disputes are solved through the Salish. UNDP (2005), Programming for Justice: Access for All, 

A practitioner’s guide to a human rights-based approach to access to justice. 
78 https://www.amnesty.org/en/search/?q=human+right+defenders+in+asia+landrights&sort=relevance  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/search/?q=human+right+defenders+in+asia+landrights&sort=relevance
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systems often reflect local social norms and are closely linked to the local community. Community 

members often have a sense of ownership and local legitimacy and authority that is not always 

afforded to formal operators.79 Informal justice systems are not immune from the same political 

influence or elite domination evident in the courts of some countries and may reinforce existing power 

hierarchies and social structures at the expense of disadvantaged groups. These systems are often 

dominated by men of high status and tend to exclude women, minorities, young people and 

disadvantaged groups.80 As a result, existing social hierarchies and inequalities are often reflected and 

reinforced in the dispute resolution system. Informal institutions and social norms also shape the 

outcomes of many women’s lives.  

 

Unequal legal access is also evident in the amount of unregistered births in the region, representing the 

majority of the world’s total. In many Asian countries, women are excluded through inheritance laws 

and discriminatory labor laws. Despite efforts that include affirmative actions and quotas, the gender 

imbalance in political participation persists in the region, with only 19% of seats in parliaments and 

local governments in the region being occupied by women.81 Most countries in the region do not have 

a legally enshrined right to equal pay for equal work.82  

 

Democratic backsliding, in line with a global trend of weakening democratic institutions, has 

occurred in many countries in the region in the past years. The world saw yet another year of decline 

for liberal democracy during 2020. The decline is especially prominent in the Asia-Pacific region, 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia, Even Asian countries that are nominally electoral democracies, such 

as the Philippines, saw significant declines.83 India, the world’s largest democracy with its 1.35 billion 

inhabitants, entered a state termed “electoral autocracy”.84 85 In Thailand, a seat of many international 

organizations, a new bill that could severely restrict the rights of NGOs is currently under review.86 

Civic space has narrowed in many countries in the region, with journalists, business and human rights 

activists, labor activists environmental activists and others who challenge state and corporate interests 

being particularly at risk of violence, harassment and disappearance.87 Across the region, elections are 

being delayed and electoral frameworks manipulated.88 In many countries that have made transitions 

from military rule, old elites are constantly on standby to resume power if their interests are 

threatened, as is evidenced by the coup in Myanmar in 2020.89 Alongside the decline of democracy, 

religious and ethnic nationalism has started to play a larger role in the politics of the region with 

Hindu, Muslim and Buddhist religious hardliners gaining strength in many countries and posing 

threats towards religious and ethnic minorities.90 91 

Corruption is widespread at all levels in many parts of the region and many countries have seen 

significant increases in corruption in the last five years, including Cambodia, Sri Lanka and 

Indonesia.92 In most countries, corruption is spreading through severe restrictions on the very civil 

liberties as the performance of democratic institutions weakens and political rights decline, corruption 

 
79 UNDP (2006) Doing Justice: How informal justice systems can contribute  
80  UNDP, Doing Justice: How informal justice systems can contribute, p. 21 
81 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific p.13 
82 World Bank Group (2021) Women, Business and the Law p.14 
83 International IDEA (2021) The State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific p.4 
84 Electoral and closed autocracies are home to 68% of the world’s population 
85 V-dem (2021) Democracy Report 2021 
86 Amnesty International (27 Dec 2021) Thailand: Draft NGO law could be used to suppress civil society   
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/12/thailand-ngo-law-civil-society  
87 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019), Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific p.35 
88 International IDEA (2021) The State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific, p.vi 
89 Ibid, p.20 
90 Riaz Ali (2020) Religion and politics in South Asia, State University of Illinois  
91 International IDEA (2021) State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific 2021, p.17 
92 International IDEA (2021) State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific 2021, p.27 
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festers and grows.93 Compared to other regions, Asia Pacific is on par with the Americas in its lack of 

progress and behind Western Europe and the European Union. A lack of strong and independent 

democratic institutions and limits to a free press has made corruption widespread. Grand corruption by 

elites in the private sector, government and military is a major problem in the region, this abuse of 

high-level power that benefits the few at the expense of the many can destroy whole sectors, create 

recessions and end democracies. 94 95 Unfortunately, these countries share several common factors that 

work to counteract anti-corruption efforts. These include a lack of strong and independent democratic 

institutions that can deliver checks and balances, and a strong-handed central government that limits or 

suppresses free and open media and citizen participation. In many countries in the region that have 

made a transition to democratic rule, such as Indonesia, corruption levels have still not decreased, 

indicative of systematic failures that transcend autocratic rule.96  

 

 

 

  

 
93Transparency International (2022) CPI for Asia Pacific: Grand Corruption and lack of freedoms holding back progress 
94Transparency International (2019) Asia Pacific: Little to no progress on anti-corruption 
95Ibid 
96 International IDEA (2021) State of Democracy in Asia and the Pacific 2021, p.29 
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3.3 Conflict context 
 
The peace and conflict context refers to factors such as social cohesion, trust, conflict resolution 

mechanisms, justice, and arms control on the one hand and violence, tensions, grievances and 

conflicting interests on the other. Furthermore, it is important to consider how the larger internal and 

external security picture affects poverty. People living in poverty are generally more vulnerable to 

conflict and violence. In addition, conflicts and insecurity can reduce access to education, health and 

markets as well as participation in societal decision-making and reduce the access to markets. There 

are profound connections between intercommunal violence, gender-based violence, land and natural 

resource conflicts, cross-border insurgency and terrorism, and the links between conflict and regime 

type. 

Many of the bloodiest conflicts of the Cold War were fought in Asia, with the United States, the 

Soviet Union and China supporting dictatorships and insurgencies across the region. Among the most 

violent of these were the Indochina Wars, which lasted for more than 40 years and left millions of 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

o In part due to the pandemic, involvement of security forces in politics has increased 

across the region. This change is projected by some to outlast the pandemic. 

 

o Laws passed under the pretext of combatting pandemic-related misinformation were 

utilized against journalists and opposition activists across the region. 

 

o Increased Crackdowns on opposition leaders, human rights defenders and journalists 

increased during the pandemic. 

 

o Through “vaccine diplomacy” and perceived effective handling of the pandemic, 

China has been able to strengthen its soft power in the region.  

 

o Alleged or confirmed instances of corruption related to Covid-19 procurement 

in at least 19 countries in the region during the pandemic. 

 

Consequences for Development and for Sida  

o China has become a substantial donor of development aid, particularly to Africa and 

Asia, with 40% of its aid going to the Asia-Pacific region. Geopolitical rivalry 

between China and the United States will most likely intensify in the coming years 

and likely affecting development further in the future.  

 

o Democratic backsliding presents threats towards activists and members of the 

opposition in many countries. 

 

o Increasing corruption and lack of voice through political institutions makes life even 

more precarious for poor and marginalized segments of society. A decreasing voice 

will afflict the poorest and weakest segments of society the hardest, particularly when 

their interests are pitted against those of states and corporations.  
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dead. Explosive remnants of war left from previous conflicts still cause loss of life and limb, twelve 

countries in the Asia-Pacific saw causalities from explosive remnants of war in 2020.97 Transboundary 

conflicts showcase the legacy of the colonial era in Asia and the Pacific and the ill-defined borders it 

left in the region. Since 2010 there have been two violent incidents between states in Asia, involving 

India and Pakistan, as well as India and China.98 There is also a risk of future cross-border conflicts 

over natural resources, like shared water resources in South Asia, along the Mekong River in 

Southeast Asia and over fisheries and hydrocarbon resources in the South China Sea.99 

 

Armed conflicts in Asia have decreased in number and intensity. However, the region still experiences 

low-level subnational conflicts motivated by secession, religion or access to land in countries like 

Myanmar, Thailand, Pakistan, Indonesia and India.100 Besides subnational conflicts, Asia also 

experiences intercommunal and localized violence. Conflict situations in many countries evolve from 

tensions around rights and access to natural resources – particularly land, forest areas, fresh water, 

coastal sea resources – and people’s vulnerabilities to climate change. Levels of violence, including 

armed violence, criminal violence and gender-based violence are also high. 

Localized violence is a common occurrence in many parts of Asia and violent conflicts are often 

triggered by tensions around rights and people’s uneven access to resources. One example is Indonesia 

where almost 2 500 people were killed between 2005 to 2014 in violence related to local issues, 

including land conflicts and vigilante justice attacks.101 The rapidly growing economy has also led to 

increased urbanization putting pressure on resources and creating larger inequalities with subsequent 

criminality in pursuit of these resources. The quick urbanization widens economic inequalities and 

increases unemployment, which in turn become potential drivers of conflict. Adding to the tension are 

the medium to large national private enterprises that play a driving role in economic growth and 

generally are well-connected with political authorities and elites. Medium to large national and 

transnational private enterprises also play a significant role in exacerbating risk factors of conflict, 

such as land grabbing and violations against human rights defenders. International companies from 

China, India, Thailand and the OECD states are major regional players in resource extraction and 

commercial agricultural investments.102 

 

Political Violence: National state building strategies that consolidate power and maintain territorial 

integrity are often characterized by the use of patronage to bind competing national elites to prevailing 

political settlements. This often undermines the rule of law and provides space for violence to be used 

as a political and economic strategy to consolidate power. Powerful political elites increasingly further 

emphasize exclusive ethnic or religious identities to win or maintain power, frequently leading to 

violence and tensions.103 Ethnic and religious tensions often erupt in violence, as in for example the 

mob violence against minorities in South Asia. Political violence is rife even in many nominally 

democratic countries in the region, and is often deployed with impunity by political elites, representing 

a lack of mechanisms of accountability on both a national and regional level. There is also a low 

willingness for countries to condemn the actions of their neighbours.104 

 
97 ICBL (2021) Land Mine Monitor p.41 
98 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia 2021: Identity-based Conflict and Extremism, p.8 
99 Sood, Aditya & Balakrishna, Prasad (2011) Managing International River Basins: reviewing India-Bangladesh transboundary water 

issues. International Journal of River Basin Management, Volume 9 2011 – issue 1 
100 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia, 2021: Identity-based Conflict and Extremism, p.8 
101 The Asia Foundation (2017) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia, p.3   
102 Sida Helpdesk on Human Security: Integrated Conflict Perspective for the Future Swedish Regional Strategy for Development Co-

operation in Asia, Submitted: 3 November 2015 
103 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia 2021 
104 In 1976, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) was formalized during the first ASEAN Summit in Bali as a treaty legally binds all 

its ASEAN signatories to peaceful co-existence and respect for the principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, non-interference in internal 
affairs and non-use of force 
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In Malaysia, politicians have for instance increasingly used the Malay-Muslim card to fend off 

allegations of corruption. Bangladesh, Thailand, and Pakistan have experienced national political 

conflicts that have inadvertently led to other forms of conflict and violence. Also, politicians in 

Indonesia and India have used identity politics to rally voters, often leading to violence and a 

deepened cleavage between ethnic and religious groups. The country with most state formation 

conflicts as a result of ethnic, religious and linguistic diversities has been Indonesia with the violent 

conflicts in West Papua (since 1965), Aceh (since 1989) and Timor (1975-1999). Other areas include 

the southern parts of Thailand (since 1967), Mindanao in the Philippines (since 1970), areas in 

Myanmar, including the Rohingya ethnic minority, ethnic and religious tensions in Sri Lanka, 

disenfranchisement of Muslims in India, and Fiji where ethnic divisions between indigenous Fijians 

and ethnic Indians have caused a series of military coups. Such political violence has in turn triggered 

intercommunal violence.105 

 

Trafficking and extremism: cross-border activities are common at a local level. This is due to 

traditional networks of economic exchange, a human geography of shared ethnicity binding 

communities across borderlines and a physical geography of inhospitable terrain. Unfortunately, this 

also creates opportunities for illegal trafficking of guns, people and ideologies, including extremism.106 

In some countries, transnational drug traffickers frequently collaborate with militias and ethnic armed 

groups.107 Extremism has been worse in those places suffering from enduring insurgencies, criminal 

violence, or civil conflict, and has declined in countries that have worked to reduce conflict, widen 

political participation, and improve human rights. Although individuals have a variety of motives for 

resorting to violence – and the path to radicalization is sinuous and complex – we do know that 

extremism, in general, is associated with human rights abuses and political exclusion. In southern 

Thailand and in various parts of Myanmar, some observers see the potential for a spreading influence 

of transnational jihadism. Women too have long played a part in recruitment, support, and ideological 

reproduction of extremism and women and children are believed to have made up nearly half of those 

who have joined ISIS from Southeast Asia.108  

Violence against women has been used as a political and military strategy by conflict actors in 

Myanmar, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines. In some cases, the targeting of women’s 

bodies during war and conflict has been employed as a systemic strategy designed to humiliate 

communities and assert power. This militarization of gender relations, cementation of negative 

patriarchal norms, and escalation of GBV often increases on the domestic front after peace has been 

formally declared or conflict de-escalated. Women and girls are the primary concern, but men and 

boys are also victims of sexual violence, especially in contexts of detention.109 

 
105 Sida Helpdesk on Human Security: Integrated Conflict Perspective for the Future Swedish Regional Strategy for Development Co-

operation in Asia, Submitted: 3 November 2015 
106 The Asia Foundation (2017) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia, p.230 
107 UNODC (2019) Transnational Organized Crime in Southeast Asia: Evolution Growth and Impact, p.1 
108 UNDP (2018) Promoting Peaceful and Inclusive Societies: Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding Work in Asia-Pacific, p. 8-9 
109 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia 2021, p. II 
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3.4 Environmental context 
 

The Asia-Pacific region has achieved rapid economic growth and is undergoing one of the highest 

rates of urbanization and agricultural expansion in the world. This has come at a high environmental 

cost, causing high greenhouse gas emissions, high levels of pollution, natural resource depletion, 

degradation of ecosystems and loss of biodiversity.110 Although its total historic emissions are 

comparatively low, Asia is by far the largest carbon emitter in the world today, with China responsible 

for half of those emissions.111 Demand for energy is rising due to rapid urbanisation and 

industrialisation.112 Climate change is already impinging on, and will increasingly threaten the 

sustainable development of most developing countries of Asia as it compounds the pressures on 

natural resources, biodiversity and the environment. Increased risk of extinction for many plant and 

animal species in Asia is likely as a result of the synergistic effects of climate change and habitat 

fragmentation.113 

 
110 IPBES (2018) The Assessment Report on Land Degradation and Restoration 
111 Statistics from International Energy Agency IEA  
112 Asia and Pacific (irena.org) 
113 IPBES (2018) The Assessment Report on Land Degradation and Restoration 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

o Continued internal conflicts in some countries (Afghanistan and Myanmar) parallel with 

ongoing pandemic 

 

o Gender based violence has increased and intensified during the pandemic. International 

donors should be devoting more economic resources and political will towards ending 

violence against women and girls. 

 

o Ethnonationalism, already on the rise before 2020, was further exacerbated by social and 

political tensions from the pandemic. Threatening deeper mistrust towards minority ethnic 

and religious groups, which could be a cause for further violence. 

 

 

 

 
Consequences for Development and for Sida  

o Great power rivalry will continue to shape the region and increase the risk of conflict. 

Many smaller countries may be forced to align firmly with either China or the United 

States.  

 

o Violence threatens poor people with tenuous land rights, violence against activists and 

journalists hinders accountability and enables corruption, meaning less money spent on 

social development and poverty reduction.   

 

o Gender based violence contributes to, and increase, multidimensional poverty, severely 

limiting women’s security, health, agency and autonomy throughout their life cycle. 

https://www.irena.org/asiapacific
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Urbanization and high levels of economic growth over the last 20 years has led to a massive increase 

of carbon emissions in the region. Some countries in Asia now have higher emissions per capita than 

the global average of 4.1 tonnes, with China emitting more per capita than the European Union.114 

However, excluding China, the emissions of most countries in Asia are still far below the OECD 

average of 8.9 tonnes per capita, with a large share of emissions created in Asia borne out of 

production of manufacturing goods for consumption in wealthier countries. 115 

 

Emissions of CO2 between 2000 and 2020, per capita in tonnes (BP, Our world in Data) 

 2000 2020 
Viet Nam 0.66 2.61 

Indonesia 1.30 2.16 

Philippines 0.93 1.24 

Cambodia 0.16 0.92 

Laos 0.18 4.65 

Thailand 2.68 3.69 

Singapore                       12.01 7.78 

Malaysia 5.44 8.42 

Myanmar 0.21 0.67 

Brunei                       13.81                      23.22    

China 2.67 7.41 

India 0.93 1.77 

Bhutan 0.65 2.50 

Nepal 0.13 0.58 

Bangladesh 0.21 0.56 

   

Papua New Guinea 0.46 0.74 

Fiji 1.03 1.55 

Solomon Islands 0.54 0.43 

Vanuatu 0.46 0.59 

   
                  World 3.85 4.10 

                  OECD                       10.90 8.90 

While there are many expressions of environmental degradation that are more or less severe in 

different countries in the region, this chapter focuses on those that are most relevant from a 

transboundary perspective, and on the SDG targets that register negative trends. According to the 

ESCAP’s annual SDG progress report, the Asia Pacific region is regressing on the SDG Goals of 

Climate Action and Life Below Water.116 The subgoals on water stress, greenhouse gas emissions, 

renewable energy share, sustainable fisheries and forest area, all register negative trends.117  

The Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH) area is important for understanding the environmental context in 

Asia, it contains the largest reserves of freshwater outside of the polar regions, and its ecosystems 

services sustain the livelihoods of 240 million people. 1,9 billion people living in the 10 river basins 

originating in the HKH also benefit from its services. Climate change is causing accelerating glacial 

retreat in the region, leading to temporarily increased river discharge and ultimately threatening the 

viability of river systems supporting billions of people.118 

 
114 Statistics from International Energy Agency IEA 
115 OECD (2020) Environment and a Glance Indicators p.7 
116 ESCAP (2021) Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 2021, p.4 
117 Ibid, p.8 
118 ICIMOD (2019) The Hindu Kush Himalaya assessment: mountains, climate change, sustainability and people 
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Asia and the Pacific includes 13 of the 30 countries119 that are most vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change and is also highly exposed to natural hazards, though the fatality from natural hazards 

has substantially decreased in the last decades as states have become more resilient.120 The effects of 

climate change are already visible in Asia through warming trends and higher extremes, more intense 

storms, floods and droughts. Those that depend on agriculture are most at risk of falling into poverty 

due to the impacts of climate change. Half of Asia’s population (2.4 billion people) live in low-lying 

coastal areas that will be at risk from sea level rise, increased storms and flooding, with coastal 

ecosystems also at significant risk.121  

 

Climate change is likely to further affect water resource scarcity due to increased climate variability 

and melting of glaciers, lack of good water management and increased water demand will most likely 

exacerbate this problem. Extreme climate events will have an increasing impact on human health, 

security, livelihoods, and poverty, with the type and magnitude of impact varying across Asia. There 

will be regional differences within Asia in the impacts of climate change on food production, with 

many regions to experience a decline in food productivity. By mid-century the largest numbers of 

food-insecure people are expected to be in South Asia.122 Climate change impacts interplay with 

existing vulnerabilities and most severely affects those that are already most marginalised, e.g. in 

terms of access to health care, water and sanitation, productive resources, credit and safe housing, as 

well as deepen gender divides.123 Stresses created by climate change such as crop failure and 

diminished access to water, combined with factors such as inequitable economic growth, increasing 

population, weak governance and weak land tenure, can catalyse new conflicts or intensify existing 

societal fault-lines.124 

 

Climate migration will be a recurring threat in Asia in the coming decades, from 2008 to 2020, the 

Asia–Pacific region accounted for 80% of the total global new displacements related to disasters, 

becoming the world’s most climate-vulnerable region in both slow-onset and sudden-onset events.125 

Increasing displacement from disasters has been witnessed in many subregions of the Asia-Pacific. 

China for example, saw the largest single disaster displacement in 2020, with 5 million displaced 

during flooding season, while land use and construction on floodplains were major factors behind 

these events, climate change also played a role, with average intensity of precipitation in the south of 

the country at levels not seen in decades. South Asia has also seen increasing temperatures as well as 

heavier rains and storms due to climate change, with the subregion accounting for nearly a third of all 

disaster displacements globally in 2020.126 In the Pacific, some small island states are facing 

existential threats from climate change.127 

Biodiversity is declining across the Asia-Pacific region and all major ecosystems are threatened. 

Among the different ecosystem types, forests, alpine ecosystems, inland freshwater and wetlands and 

coastal systems are the most threatened.128 However, there are also positive trends, such as increase is 

both terrestrial and marine protected areas. There are also contrasting trends in terms of forest cover. 

Forests and landscapes in the Asia-Pacific region are under increasing pressure from climate change, 

infrastructure development, forest conversion, conflicts and other stressors. Between 1990 and 2010, 

 
119 ESCAP, transformations 
120 ESCAP (2021) Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 2021 p.v 
121 UNDP in the Asia and the Pacific (2019) Climate change in Asia and the Pacific. What’s at stake? 
122 IPCC Climate Change (2014) Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerabilities. Part B: Regional Aspects.pp.1327-1370 
123IUCN (2015) Issues Brief: Gender and Climate Change   
124 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019), Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific 
125 IOM (2021) Asia-Pacific Migration Data Report 2020, p109 
126 IOM (2021) World Migration Report 2022 p.84  
127 World Bank Group (2021), Groundswell Part 2 : Acting on Internal Climate Migration. p.220 
128 IPBES (2018) Summary for policymakers of the regional assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services for Asia and the Pacific  
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an area of primary and other naturally regenerated forest greater than the size of Japan was lost in the 

Asia Pacific region.129 Between 1990 and 2015, Southeast Asia saw the largest decrease in forest 

cover, at 12.9%. At the same time North East Asia and South Asia has seen increases in forest cover. 

130 The impact on biodiversity is however unclear, since much of this is planted forest.131  

Traditional agrobiodiversity is in decline, along with its associated indigenous and local knowledge, 

due to a shift towards intensification of agriculture with a small number of improved crop species and 

varieties.132 Pesticide use, a driver of loss of biodiversity in agricultural landscapes, has doubled in the 

Asia and Pacific region since 1990 (from 1 million to 2 million tonnes of active ingredients).133 Waste 

and pollution is a driver of biodiversity loss and is projected to steeply increase over the next decade 

and plastic waste is of particular concern.134 The Asia-Pacific region is also the world’s largest 

producer of fish, and fish stocks in the region are increasingly depleted, threatening livelihoods and 

food security for millions of people. Fisheries and aquaculture are also threatened by climate 

change.135 Marine ecosystems are also threatened by the declining health of coral reefs due to habitat 

loss, overfishing, ocean warming and ocean acidification, among other factors. Coral reefs support the 

livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people in the Asia-Pacific region and beyond through vital and 

valuable ecosystem services.136   

Air pollution has risen alongside economic growth in many countries in the region, and has harmful 

impacts on health and economic productivity.  Of the 7 million people who die prematurely due to air 

pollution every year, 4 million are people in the Asia-Pacific region.137 Welfare losses from exposure 

to ambient and household air pollution are estimated to have cost South and South-East Asia and the 

Pacific the equivalent of 7.5% of regional gross domestic product.138 Air pollution stems not only from 

industrial activity, but also from forest, peat and grass fires as well as burning of agricultural waste 

such as the recurrent transboundary smoke and haze in South-East Asia, caused by forest and peatland 

fires, which has had severe social and economic effects in the subregion, affecting people in multiple 

countries. In 2015 alone, more than 500,000 cases of acute respiratory infection were recorded, while 

transport and logistics systems were disrupted, resulting in losses of up to USD 1.3 billion, and total 

losses of about USD 16 billion for the Indonesian economy.139 

 
129 FAO (2011) Asia Pacific Forests and Forestry Forest Policy Brief 01 
130 IPBES (2018) Summary for policymakers of the regional assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services for Asia and the Pacific  
131 IPBES (2019) The global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services, p.351 
132 Ibid. 
133 FAO (2021) Pesticides use, pesticides trade and pesticides indicators p.8 
134 IPBES (2018) p.18 
135 FAO (2018) Impacts of climate change on fisheries and aquaculture 
136 IPBES (2018) Summary for policymakers of the regional assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services for Asia and the Pacific 
137 SEI (2018), Air pollution in Asia and the Pacific: science-based solutions 
138 ESCAP, transformations 
139 ESCAP, transformations 
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4. Different Poverty Dimensions in the Asia and Pacific 
 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

o The emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic is indicative of the shrinking space for wildlife 

in Asia, with urban areas expanding and bringing humans into further contact with 

wildlife and their pathogens. To avoid future pandemics, threats to ecosystems and 

wildlife need to be addressed, including habitat loss and climate change.  

 

o Reduced economic activity due to Covid-19 counter measures briefly led to improved air 

quality and reduced emissions. However, the economic recovery means that emissions 

have reverted to pre-pandemic levels. 

 

o Lower economic growth and lower global trade at the beginning of the pandemic led to 

lower energy prices which benefited many of the countries in the region. Energy prices 

have now rebounded which has put additional strains on government expenditures and 

weakened monetary support for social expenditures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consequences for Development and for Sida  

o Climate change and environmental degradation threatens to halt or even undo much 

of the progress on poverty reduction in the region in the last three decades. The risk 

of conflict, malnourishment, large scale migration and health hazards will all increase 

in the coming decades, hitting the most vulnerable hardest. 

 

o Sudden-onset natural disasters, made worse by climate change, can cause immediate 

humanitarian needs. But also create long-term structural issues if for example refugee 

crises are triggered or food security is affected.  

 

o The developmental paths chosen by the emerging economies of Asia in the coming 

decades will to a large extent determine whether the world will be able to limit global 

warming to below 2 degrees. If the current trajectory of increasing electricity 

generation from fossil fuels, consumption and destruction of nature continues, the 

environment and climate in Asia will continue to deteriorate and jeopardize the 

decent livelihoods of many of the region’s most vulnerable populations.  

 

o New zoonotic diseases uncovered as human settlements and businesses move closer 

to previously healthy habitats can create a repeat of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

o The Asia Foundation has identified future migrant flows driven by climate change as 

one of the main risks of conflict in Asia. 

 

o Recently China has announced that it will no longer fund coal plants in BRI-projects,  

which opens up possible opportunities for international donors to support projects that 

are increasing the share of renewables in the energy mix.  
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4.1 Resource Dimension 
 
Living in poverty in terms of resources means not possessing or having access to, or power over, 

resources that can be used to sustain a decent living standard, meet basic needs and improve one’s life. 

The resources that an individual needs and possess are likely to differ depending on gender, age, 

where that individual lives. Resources can be both material and non-material: a decent income or 

physical and human capital, such as being educated, literate or having professional skills, being 

healthy, having access to information, information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as a 

mobile phone or the internet, agricultural tools or a cart to transport goods. This dimension contains 

several human rights, mainly social and economic rights, such as the right to an adequate standard of 

living (which includes housing and food) and the right to security in the event of unemployment and 

sickness as well as freedom from discrimination. 

 

Asia has gone through a dramatic shift in the number of extreme poor people in the last 30 years. In 

1990, the majority of the world’s extreme poor lived in East Asia and the Pacific. Between 1990 and 

2019, the number of people living in extreme poverty fell by over 1200 million and the percentage of 

people living on less than $1.90 a day was in 2019 much less than 1990. In East Asia, where China is 

dominant, percentage of extreme poor in 2019 was only 3%, down from 53% in 1990.140  

The share of extreme poor in South Asia has not been reduced as quickly, although the absolute 

number has decreased during the last 30 years.141 However, more recently, South Asia has made 

impressive inroads against extreme poverty, helping to reduce the global rate further. The number of 

poor in South Asia dropped to 262 million people in 2019, compared to half a billion in 1990.142 As 

mentioned in chapter three, this trend was disrupted across the region due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

With tens of millions of people having re-joined the ranks of the global poor or been denied the 

opportunity to advance economically due the economic shock of the pandemic.143 It is likely that the 

previous trend of poverty reduction will continue in the coming years, though global poverty reduction 

rates were slowing before the onset of the pandemic.144 

At the higher international poverty line of $3.20 a day, the number of poor rises to 1.1 billion, 

accounting for more than a quarter of the region’s total population. With South Asia in particular 

 
140 World Bank (2018) Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2018 
141 Statistics from the World bank  
142 World Bank and recent statistics from World bank (2018) Poverty and Shared Prosperity  
143 ADB (2021) Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific, p.15 
144 World Bank Group (2020) Poverty and Shared Prosperity, p.3 
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having seen much lower reductions in the higher international poverty line.145 Despite great success in 

meeting income poverty targets, the region is likely to miss all measurable SDG targets related to 

other forms of poverty, hunger and gender equality and reduced inequalities within and between 

countries by 2030.146 

 

Despite the region’s rapid economic progress over the past decades, 79.1 million workers in Asia and 

the Pacific, or 4.2%, remained in extreme poverty in 2019, and 277 million workers, or 14.6%, were 

still living in moderate poverty. While working poverty continues to decline, those who have escaped 

poverty remain highly vulnerable to adverse economic shocks and therefore face a significant risk of 

becoming poor again.147 Most of the top-performing countries in terms of GDP per capita growth in 

the last 20 years are situated in Asia.  

                               GDP per capita between 2000 and 2020 (IMF) 

Top 10 (best)  Changes%     Top 10 (worst)              Changes% 

China 375%  Kuwait -22% 

Myanmar 340%  Central African.R -22% 

Ethiopia 256%  Lebanon -24% 

Cambodia 203%  Republic of Congo -29% 

Vietnam 186%  Zimbabwe -32% 

Mozambique 174%  Congo, Dem. Rep. -40% 

Lao P.D.R. 170%  United Arab.E -48% 

India 159%  Yemen -53% 

Bangladesh 150%  Venezuela -69% 

Rwanda 148%  Libya -85% 

     
 

Economic poverty is still a very rural phenomenon in the region covered by this MDPA. In East Asia 

and the Pacific, 74% of the extreme poor and 73% of the moderate poor live in rural areas. In South 

Asia, the corresponding shares are even higher, 83% and 80% respectively. Working in agriculture is 

associated with higher poverty rates than other sectors, but less so than in Sub-Saharan Africa and 

Latin America.148 Beyond monetary measures, indicators of multidimensional aspects of poverty paint 

an even bleaker picture. In many parts of the region, most notably in South and South-West Asia, a 

large share of the population still lacks access to basic infrastructure and services.149 

 

OPHI’s Multidimensional poverty index  

Even with the rapid decline in extreme poverty, OPHI’s multidimensional poverty index150 shows that 

in 2021, there were more than 1.3 billion multidimensionally poor people in the world, and almost half 

of them live in Asia and the Pacific. The global multidimensional poverty index (MPI)151, developed 

by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Oxford Poverty and Human 

Development Initiative (OPHI) at the University of Oxford, is composed of three dimensions (health, 

 
145 Ibid, p.3 
146 ESCAP (2020) Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report 
147 ILO (2020) World Employment and Social Outlook – Trends 2020 p 54 
148 Roser, Max & Ortiz-Ospina, Esteban (2019) Global Extreme Poverty, Published online and OurWorldInData.org  
149 UNESCAP (2019) Why Can’t Dynamic Asia-Pacific beat poverty?  
150 Created by the United Nations Development Programme and Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative 
151 The global MPI was first developed in 2010 by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative (OPHI) at the University of Oxford for the UNDP flagship publication Human Development Report. 



34 

 

education, and living standards) and 10 indicators.152 A person is identified as multidimensionally poor 

if they are deprived in at least one third of the weighted indicators.153 

The proportion of the multidimensionally poor people in the general population varies widely in Asia-

Pacific countries, ranging from 

less than one% (Thailand) to 

24% (Bangladesh). In the 

global MPI, South Asia is 

ranked as the second poorest 

region in the world, behind 

only Sub-Saharan Africa, with 

532 million people out of 1.7 

billion living in 

multidimensional poverty.154 

The global MPI covers 11 

countries in East Asia and the 

Pacific, representing more 

than 2 billion people, of whom 

fewer than 6%, or 108 million, 

are multidimensionally poor. 

The low level of poverty in the 

region is largely reflective of very low multidimensional poverty in China, where the headcount ratio 

of the global MPI is now just over 4%. In addition to providing data on multidimensional poverty at 

the national level, the MPI can also be computed by subnational regions to show disparities in poverty 

within countries. There are also large differences within countries, for example, in Indonesia, 7% of 

people are poor nationally, but in the Papua region of Indonesia, nearly 44% are multidimensionally 

poor.  As shown in the graph above, the different dimensions of poverty affect countries in Asia in 

different ways, with some countries facing multidimensional poverty primarily because of failing 

living standards155 while others are lacking in access to health and education.156 

 

Asia remains the main remittance-receiving region in the world, with 45% the global flows and 41% 

of total migrants, with more than 80 million people crossing international borders to work. At an 

annual value of US$ 315 billion, these private financial flows benefit one out of every 10 people 

(senders and receivers) in the region.157 And contribute more than 10 times the net official 

development assistance (ODA) from all sources combined. India is the top receiving country at US$ 

80 billion annually, followed by China, Pakistan the Philippines (US$30 billion) and Vietnam.158 

Reliance on remittances, as measured by % of GDP, is highest in Nepal (32%). Reliance is high even 

for more populated countries such as the Philippines (10%), Sri Lanka (9%) and Bangladesh (8%).159   

An analysis in Cambodia found that poverty levels of average households with at least one member 

who had emigrated internally in the last 12 months were 3 to 6% lower than their non-migrant 

counterparts, with international remittances causing a 4 to 7% difference in poverty level. The study 

suggests that remittance-receiving households are larger, including more working age members, and 

 
152 Nutrition, Child mortality, Years of schooling, School attendance, Cooking fuel, Sanitation, Drinking water, Electricity, Housing and Assets 
153 OPHI; UNDP (2021) Global MPI 2021, Unmasking disparities by ethnicity, caste and gender, p.4 
154 Ibid, p.4, 29 
155 Living standard = Sanitation, drinking water, Electricity, Housing, Assets, Cooking Fuel 
156 Ibid, p.30 
157 ADB (2021) Harnessing Digitzation for Remittances in Asia and the Pacific, p.1 
158 Ibid, p.4 
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are better educated. It further indicates that remittance receiving households have lower poverty 

headcount compared to non-migrant counterparts.160 

 

Nutrition The region is plagued both by undernutrition and obesity. Asia and the Pacific has the 

world’s highest prevalence and number of wasted children, with nearly one in 10 children at an 

increased risk of death due to wasting. Of the 31.5 million wasted children in Asia and the Pacific, 

10.3 million are severely wasted, severe wasting causes the deaths of an estimated 1-2 million children 

per year in the region.161 Five% of children under five years of age were considered overweight in 

2020, with the rate rising to 8% in East Asia.162 The scale of the undernutrition problem in South Asia 

is exceptional and increasing in absolute numbers.163 Children in the region have some of the highest 

global rates of stunting and wasting, which means they are too short and too thin for their age, with the 

prevalence of stunting for children under the age of five in South Asia standing at 30%.164 Children in 

South Asia have the highest probability of becoming disabled 165 by their fifth birthday of any region 

in the world.166  

 

Clean and reliable water supplies are vital for industry, agriculture, energy production and health. 

Amid Asia’s rapid economic and socio-cultural growth, the modernisation and advances in 

industrialisation, agriculture and urbanisation have put the region’s water security, availability and 

accessibility in the fore. Nearly two billion people in the Asia Pacific region have poor or limited 

accessibility to water and sanitation.167 Making matters worse, the quality of existing water resources 

have been deteriorated by the mixing of polluted, untreated water in the freshwater system as nearly 

80% of the total wastewater generated in the region is mixed without adequate treatment. To further 

aggravate the situation, climate change induced disasters have proliferated the situation of water 

quality and quantity and its uncertain demand and supply situation. Water for agriculture continues to 

consume 80% of water resources. The rapid depletion of groundwater aquifers has led to inequities in 

water access, land subsidence in some major cities, and an increase in saltwater intrusion into coastal 

areas. 168 

 

4.2 Human Security 
 

Being poor in terms of human security means that violence and insecurity are constraints to different 

individuals’ and groups’ possibilities to exercise their human rights and to find paths out of poverty. 

Generally, people already living in poverty or deprivation in other dimensions are worst affected by 

conflict and insecurity. Besides the obvious harm and trauma that insecurity and violence cause, it also 

has other severe effects that deprive the lives of women, men, girls and boys. In a context such as Asia 

and the Pacific, human insecurities can both be associated to violence and ongoing conflicts while at 

the same time existing in contexts where violence or conflict is not as visible but likely to occur. Many 

groups in Asian societies face increased security threats due to their gender, ethnic and religious status 

or political activism.  

 
160 PEP policy brief no 119 (2015) Estimating the economic effects of migration on the left behind in Cambodia V Roth, V Hing, D Phann, S 
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161 FAO, UNICEF; WFP, WHO (2021) Asia and the Pacific Regional Overview of Food Security and Nutrition 2020, p.17 
162 ADB (2021) Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2021, p.51 
163 Ibid, p.24 
164 Ibid, p.51 
165 Disabilities specified in the article: epilepsy, developmental intellectual disability, hearing loss, vision loss, autism spectrum disorder, and 

attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. 
166 Lancet Glob Health, The Global Research on Developmental Disabilities Collaborators (2022) Accelerating progress on early childhood 

development for children under 5 years with disabilities by 2030 
167 ADB (Dec 2020) Asian Water Development Outlook 2020,  p.xviii 
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Minorities, both ethnic and religious, face a worse security situation than the majority population in 

many countries across the region. With a broad diversity in terms of ethnicities, religions and 

languages and in many contexts hierarchical divides, tensions are frequent and may lead to extended 

conflicts. Those mostly affected by such conflicts are minorities. Abuse of minorities and 

politicization of ethnicity, language and religion have fuelled long-running conflicts. Among the 

examples in the region is the discrimination and repression against the Rohingya Muslims in 

Myanmar. Under the 1982 Citizenship Law, the Rohingya are denied citizenship in Myanmar with 

subsequent restrictions on movement and access to basic services and thus considered one of the 

largest stateless populations in the world.169 Clashes with the Burmese security forces have been on-

going for decades with an escalation in August 2017 leading the majority of Rohingya Muslims to flee 

Myanmar for neighbouring Bangladesh in a process described as “ethnic cleansing” by a senior UN 

official.170  

 

Women are subject to widespread gender-based violence (GBV) which is often underreported. Due to 

weak laws, lacking judicial systems to address cases, insufficient data, stigma and cultural norms and 

values, most cases go unreported and conviction rates for GBV are extremely low, perpetuating a 

culture of impunity. Yet surveys conducted show high levels of self-reported GBV, such as spousal 

violence, and sexual violence including non-partner rape and gang rape, mostly by men against 

women.171 While sexual violence perpetrated against civilian women by uniformed men is considered 

highly controversial and socially more contested, incidents of intimate-partner or domestic violence is 

often perceived as ‘normal’ or acceptable and therefore not reported, this includes Myanmar and Sri 

Lanka.172 Social norms can perpetuate domestic violence: in some parts of the region over 50% of 

women believe that the “husband is justified in hitting or beating his wife if she argues with him”.173 

The Pacific countries in particular stand out as some of the most violent places for women in the 

world, with almost 70% of women in the Pacific experiencing rape or other sexual violence in their 

lifetime.174 

 

Other reasons behind the low level of reported cases are due to cultural norms, where strong, gender-

based codes of honour within families and communities and associated shame means that women and 

girls are expected to keep silent about their experienced violence. This is for instance the case in the 

Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao where silence is preferred to avoid escalating clan violence 

in contexts where abduction, rape, and forced marriage are common and where daughters may be 

offered for marriage to appease warring clans.175 For example, the ASEAN countries developed a 

regional plan of action against gender-based violence in 2015. The evidence base is also growing, with 

most countries in the Asia-Pacific having completed surveys on violence against women as of 2019.176 

 

In addition, high-profile local cases in Sri Lanka in 2005, Nepal in 2009, Bangladesh in 2010, and 

India in 2013 shaped new or stronger anti-GBV laws where the best known case was in India, where a 

fatal gang rape of a 23-year-old female tertiary student on a Delhi bus drew mass protests in the streets 

of Delhi and media attention around the world. There is still a lot to be done with limited number of 

cases of sexual violence and trafficking brought to court and the absence of a monitoring mechanism 

 
169 Human Rights Watch, Rohingya, https://www.hrw.org/tag/rohingya-crisis  
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172 Ibid, p.232  
173 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific, p.10 
174 Amnesty International (7 April 2015) Sexual and Gender-based violence in the Pacific,  
175 ADB, UNDP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific, p.233 
176 The Asia Foundation (2021) The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia, p.12 
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for the domestic-violence law. In Indonesia, the government has for instance failed to prosecute the 

perpetrators of conflict related GBV crimes and provide women victims with justice, reparation, and 

rehabilitation, despite a specialized court and the adopted law against domestic violence.177 

 

Human insecurity around lack of natural resources is prevalent in Asia, with the fast depletion of 

natural resources and biodiversity due to population growth and economic development, the region’s 

natural resources and ecological and biological diversity are at threat creating disputes and tensions 

among those trying to access the resources.178 This includes disputes around access to water with 

approximately 30% of the Asian population already facing water scarcity. Many river basins cannot 

cope with the demands placed upon them.179 Among the areas particularly affected are along the 

Mekong Basin and in South Asia.  

 

Indigenous peoples in Asia mostly depend on access to land and natural resources for their 

livelihood.180 When they are defending their land rights they are often targeted in the quest for natural 

resources as larger plantations, large scale economic and industrial development as well as 

infrastructure projects expand without proper consultations, often leading to tensions, violent conflicts 

and loss of life. Land dispossession and loss of access to natural resources have a significant impact on 

indigenous peoples’ livelihoods, resulting, among other things, in growing poverty and food 

insecurity.181 In many Asian countries, such as Malaysia and Indonesia, customary land rights of 

indigenous peoples are not properly recognized and they face difficulties asserting their rights.182   

 

Human rights defenders (HRD) increasingly face repercussions and intimidations in the region. 

States are the main perpetrator of abuses against human rights defenders but threats from non-state 

actors such as business entities, extremist groups and development finance institutions are also on the 

increase. The safe civic space for HRDs continuously shrinks whilst a culture of impunity for 

violations perpetrated against HRDs persists. The pro-democracy defenders are the number one most 

targeted, followed by land and environmental defenders.183 Intrusive surveillance, harassment, 

intimidation, travel bans, detention and interrogation are among the threats facing the victims. Human 

Rights Watch has most recently highlighted such repercussions against journalists and activists in 

Vietnam, where a crackdown on peaceful dissent intensified between late 2019 and June 2020.184 

Women Human Rights Defenders face additional challenges, particularly when raising issues related 

to gender and sexuality. Businesses punish or silence defenders through judicial harassments, for 

instance through Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation.185 

 

Human insecurity due to natural disasters: Another threat to human security in the region is the 

constant threat of natural disasters such as earthquakes, severe storms and floods, where two million 

people have been killed since the 1970s alone. This corresponds to 59% of the global death toll or 42 

000 deaths per year. In the rest of the world, the average number of fatalities per year was 28 730. 

However, significant progress in resilience has been made, and in 2011-2020 the average annual death 

toll from disasters across the region stood at 10 963.186 This can be compared with a total global death 
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toll from natural disasters at 45 000 in the years 2010-2019.187 ESCAP’s biannual Asia Pacific 

Disaster Report from 2021 estimated the current annual losses from both hydro-meteorological and 

geophysical natural hazards to be around $780 billion. Disaster impacts are likely to intensify because 

climate variability and the increase in extreme temperature fluctuations can affect the frequency and 

intensity of disasters.188 

 

Unexploded remnants of war pose a risk for farmers and populations living in contaminated areas 

when clearing land for farming, collecting forest products or when attempting to extract explosives for 

its scrap value of for use when fishing. Southeast Asia is particularly afflicted, with Cambodia having 

an area of 802 km² contaminated by land mines.189 

 

Migrants are another group that often finds itself in a worse security situation than the majority 

population. The scarcity of natural resources and the severity of natural disasters can lead to increased 

migration for survival and pursuit of better economic opportunities. This includes moving into the 

cities, creating additional pressure on urban environments, as well as cross-border movements. 

According to estimates from the ILO, Asia and the Pacific hosts 14% of all international migrant 

workers in the world.190 Distress migration from factors like conflict and natural disasters features in 

certain corridors in the region, notably from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar. There is climate 

change induced migration in the Pacific and small island states.191 Due to unclear regulation and the 

inconsistent policies by authorities, low skilled migrant workers are extremely exposed to unsafe 

migration with high risk of abuse and exploitation through all stages from the point of departure to the 

final destination. Unregulated migration has led to various forms of human rights violation such as 

forced labour, debt bondage, human trafficking, hazardous working conditions, passport retention, 

underpaid work and a lack of social security. Migrants can also face unfair treatment and 

discrimination as a result of xenophobia or bias from the host community.192 

 

Human trafficking is a persistent problem in Asia. According to the Global Slavery Index 2018, 

almost 25 million people in Asia and the Pacific, 62% of the world total, were victims of human 

trafficking and modern slavery out of which approximately 70% are women and girls. Among the 10 

countries with the highest prevalence of modern slavery globally are North Korea, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and Cambodia while India and China are also considered high within the region. Gaps in 

existing data include recruitment of children by armed groups and organ trafficking. Forced labour had 

a high prevalence in the region compared to other regions. Other practices include debt bondage, 

affecting mainly male victims, while women and girls are more affected by forced sexual exploitation 

and forced marriage.193  

 

4.3 Opportunities and Choice 
 
Being poor in terms of opportunities and choice concerns one’s possibilities to develop and/or use 

resources to move out of poverty. The lack of opportunities and choice is both a consequence of 
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poverty in the other three dimensions and a consequence of a disabling context, such as the lack of 

access to education, health clinics, infrastructure, energy, markets and information.  

In the region, there are broader inequalities of opportunity that relate to infrastructure, such as 

educational attainment, access of a bank account, access to clean fuels and basic sanitation. In rapidly 

expanding cities local governments struggle to meet basic urban infrastructure and service needs for 

people in informal settlements.194 Certain groups are particularly denied opportunity and choice, 

including the disabled and indigenous peoples. One tenth of the people across Asia-Pacific lack access 

to electricity, and many more rely on traditional biomass use (such as wood combustion) for cooking 

and heating.195 

 

Asia hosts a large share of the world’s stateless persons, low estimates put the number of stateless 

persons at 3.9 million in 2018, Bangladesh and Myanmar host the largest and third largest population 

of stateless persons, standing at 906 000 and 620 000 respectively. These high numbers are mostly 

related to the Rohingya crisis.196 Stateless persons are not recognized as nationals by any state, they 

face obstacles in accessing basic services – such as education, employment or health care – and can 

suffer discrimination, abuse and marginalization. 

Social protection: The absence of adequate social protection and well-functioning active labour 

market policies in the region often forces workers to accept whatever job is available, regardless of 

whether or not it allows them to make full use of their talent and skills.197 

The countries in the Asia and the Pacific region have been expanding social protection and spending 

on education and health since 2000. Most countries in the Asia-Pacific region spend, on average, less 

than one third of the global average of 11.2% of gross domestic product (GDP) on social protection. 

As a result, a large proportion of vulnerable groups such as people with disabilities are without any 

kind of social protection coverage. In many countries, including Cambodia, India and the Philippines, 

more than 90% of people with disabilities are excluded from social protection systems.198 On a 

regional average only 28-30% of people with disabilities are benefiting from social protection 

measures, with only 21% of people with severe disabilities covered by disability benefits.199 

It is worth noting, however, that several countries in the region have undertaken efforts to extend 

social protection coverage significantly, in particular to the self-employed and workers in the informal 

economy. Countries such as China and Thailand have introduced universal pension and health 

coverage, while Mongolia has adopted universal child benefit schemes. Yet, social protection coverage 

remains extremely low in countries with the highest poverty rates. For instance, in India less than a 

fifth of the population is covered by some form of social protection.200 Despite regional diversity, the 

general trend across the region is positive, with several countries creating new schemes or 

significantly extending the coverage of existing schemes.  

The access to high quality and affordable health care in the region varies from countries like 

Thailand where over 75% of the population is covered under the universal health coverage scheme, to 

countries like Bangladesh were less than 1% of the population has a health coverage scheme which 

protects them against catastrophic health expenditures.201 In Bangladesh, approximately 3.8% of the 
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total population, or around 6 million people, are pushed into poverty because of out-of-pocket 

expenditure for health care every year. The low coverage results in that 9% of households face 

catastrophic health expenditure, 6% face impoverishment, and 7% face distress financing (borrowing 

or selling household assets to finance healthcare costs).202 Further poor quality of care in the public 

sector health facilities in many countries in the region drives people to seek care in the private sector, 

which results in higher costs. The lack of access to care is not only an issue of social justice, but 

countries in which high health inequities exist lose the opportunity to benefit from the productive 

capacity of large parts of their populations. 

 

Access to education: there have been great gains in improving access to basic education at the 

primary and lower secondary education levels in increasing funding for education and in addressing 

gender disparity which creates opportunity.203 Primary education enrollment average around 90% in 

the region.204 There are still a great variations and opportunities for improvements in various countries. 

However, secondary educations and higher there are still facing challenges. There are groups of people 

where intersections of disadvantages are limiting the opportunities of enjoying education and there are 

four circumstances that shape the groups that are least likely to finish secondary education; these are 

low household wealth, being a woman, rural residence and ethnic or minority status.205 Over time, 

gender and belonging to the bottom 40 of the national wealth distribution have increased in 

prominence.206   

 

Internet Access and the digital divide, technology, together with the integration into the global 

economy provided by trade and investment for capital accumulation and productive transformation, 

has helped achieve an unprecedented level of economic growth in Asia and the Pacific, enabling 

several countries to catch up with developed nations.207  Internet access is growing across the region 

and the Asia-Pacific region is expected to add more than 300 million mobile subscribers by the year 

2025.208 South Asia has the most affordable mobile data of any subregion in the world, with 1 GB 

costing 1.2% of an average monthly income.209  

The pandemic has had negative impacts with increased poverty and loss of jobs but perhaps also 

increased demand for further digitalisation in the societies. An online survey of 85 000 people in five 

ASEAN countries found increasing digitalization among youths across the region, while a majority, 

80%, still found it difficult to work and study remotely. The pandemic increased the willingness of 

those already proficient in digital tasks to further digitalize. 210 

A large digital gap exists however, particularly between urban and rural communities, India has the 

largest amount of people not connected to the internet, standing at close to 700 million people in 

2020.211 However, many issues remain, frontier technologies such as AI will require stable broadband 

connections, something that is lacking in many countries across the region.212 Online freedoms are also 

threatened across the region with many countries in South and Southeast Asia having curtailed 

freedom of expression on the internet in the past years, through measures such as harsher 
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cybersecurity laws.213 

 

Informal workers in the Asia-Pacific region account for nearly 60% of nonfarm employment ranging 

from around 20% in Japan to over 80% in Myanmar and Cambodia. At a regional level 70.5% of men 

and 64.1% of women are in informal employment.214 This includes workers with very different 

characteristics in terms of employment status, income, and sector of activities. It includes wage 

workers without social protection or other formal insurance arrangements in both informal and formal 

sector enterprises, and the self-employed, such as street vendors and their contributing family 

members, as well as daily laborers. Informal workers are twice as likely as formal workers to belong 

to poor households.215 There are some workers in informal employment who are not poor, and others 

in formal employment who are poor, either because they earn lower incomes or because despite decent 

incomes, including decent labour incomes, they share their income with a high number of economic 

dependents within the household. Informal employment is predominant in rural areas (85.2% of 

employment) and constitutes almost half of the employment (47.4%) in urban areas. Almost all of 

agricultural employment (94.7%) is informal in the region, and it reaches a high of 99.3% in Southern 

Asia. Informal employment represents a higher share in the industry sector (68.8%) than in the service 

sector (54.1%).216   

 

Most people enter the informal economy not by choice, but as a consequence of a lack of opportunities 

in the formal economy and in the absence of other means of livelihood.217 Young people also find it 

difficult to enter the labour market to begin with. The share of youth in the region who are not in 

employment, education or training (NEET) reached 24.4% in 2020, two percentage points above the 

global average.218 The high rate - it is among the highest worldwide – is driven by South Asia, where 

opportunities for young women to go to university or work remain limited: in that subregion more than 

81 million young women, or 48.8%, have NEET status. In the region as a whole, nearly 161 million 

young men and women are in a NEET situation.219 The NEET rate is expected to increase further in 

the coming years in all subregions of Asia and the Pacific. The youth within the region continue to be 

deprived of employment and skills-development opportunities, with young women left furthest 

behind.220 

 

Inequality in access to opportunities has gone particularly unnoticed in the fast-growing economies of 

the Asia -Pacific region, where many people have been able to improve their quality of life, but many 

of these achievements have not been evenly distributed.221 For example economic inequality affects 

school attendance and lower overall educational attainment in a household linked to inequality in 

accessing other key opportunities including adequate nutrition for children, clean water and basic 

sanitation, clean fuels and electricity.222  
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Inequality robs millions of people across Asia of their opportunity and choice, growing inequality 

heightens gender-based violence and curtails access and opportunities for the most vulnerable 

populations across almost every sector.223 Economic inequality is particularly prevalent in South and 

South East Asia where the share of national income going towards the top 10% of earners are among 

the highest of any region in the world.224 

 

Financial inclusion: Asia-Pacific countries have made significant progress in financial inclusion 

broadly in line with other regions, but it also has the widest disparity. The heterogeneity of financial 

inclusion is particularly striking here as member countries range from those that are at the cutting edge 

of financial technology to others that are aiming to provide access to basic financial services. For 

example, informal sources of financing are important in countries such as Cambodia or Nepal, where 

less than 40% of the households have a banking account. The wide disparity is not only inter-country 

but also intra-country. Despite recent progress, gender disparities have been significant, particularly in 

South Asia, where roughly 30% of women have a bank account, compared with nearly 45% of men. 

Evidence also suggests that higher exclusion is associated with higher income inequality and with 

vulnerable groups such as young, uneducated, unemployed, and the poor in rural areas.225 South Asia 

and East Asia Pacific have the largest proportion of financially constrained microenterprises compared 

to the global level of financial constraint.226 

 

4.4 Power and Voice 
 
Being poor through lacking power and voice relates to people’s ability to articulate their concerns, 

needs and human rights in an informed way and to take part in decision-making affecting these 

concerns. This applies to decision-making in the private sphere and participation in public life and 

engagement with public institutions. Reinforcing forms of discrimination based on such socio-cultural 

relations may increase an individual’s poverty in this sense. The lack of power and voice deprives 

people of the freedom to take part in private and/or public decision-making that is of fundamental 

importance to them. In Asia and the Pacific poor people are less likely to be able to access higher 

education, health care, access to the formal legal justice system, be part of decision in their community 

 
223 USAID (2020) Regional Development Cooperation Strategy, December 2020- December 2025 p.12 
224 World Inequality Lab (2022) World Inequality Report 2022 
225 IMF Working Paper (2020) Financial Inclusion: What have we learned so far? What do we have to learn?  
226 World Bank Group, IFC (2017) MSME Finance Forum: Assessment of the shortfalls and opportunities in financing micro, small and 
medium enterprises in emerging markets 
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or within the political areas and have access to resources. The Accessibility for persons with 

disabilities is low, with less than 20% of polling places and 30% of government buildings being 

accessible for persons with disabilities in parts of Asia and the Pacific.227  

 

The freedom to protest, mobilize and voice concerns is being contested and restricted throughout 

Asia and the Pacific. This is manifested in challenges ranging from legal frameworks that civil society 

organizations (CSOs), human rights defenders, journalists and the media find increasingly restrictive, 

to attacks, threats and reprisals. An assessment of 22 countries in Asia on a spectrum of civic space 

shows that 94% of people live in countries with closed, repressed or obstructed civic spaces. The 

groups particularly under threat include journalists and media professionals, business and human 

rights activists, labour activists, environmental activists and others who challenge the interests of 

states and corporations.228 In addition, the rise of authoritarian regimes and continued shrinking space 

for democratic participation has meant that human rights defenders (HRDs) are under severe risk, 

particularly those advocating for democracy, gender equality, environmental justice and freedom of 

press. 

 

Women face various problems to exercise their rights in the whole region. Despite efforts that include 

affirmative actions and quotas, the gender imbalance in political participation persists in the region, 

with only 19% of seats in parliaments and local governments in the region being occupied by 

women.229 Deeply rooted stereotypical gender roles and attitudes that deprive many women's 

opportunities to participate in and influence economic and public and political life.230 Existing anti-

discrimination legislation are not adhere to and no one is held accountable for breaking the laws. 

Women do not have the same conditions as men in terms of access to and benefit from resources. 

Violence against women is the major problem throughout the region and has increased extent.231 All 

these underlying causes (GBV, lack of resources, discriminatory social norms etc.) have a direct 

impact of women being able to raise their voices in public and private life and to access power. 

Participation and voice at the household level are also crucial and also impacts the participation in the 

public sphere. There is evidence that in some countries over 50% of women are excluded from 

important household decisions ranging from choice of health care to major household purchases.232 

Household data analysis from the region shows that, even though women engage in paid work, a 

sizeable proportion (as high as over 20%) of women, especially in rural parts of the region, are not 

involved in decision-making on their own earnings.233 

 

Two thirds of the world’s indigenous peoples, 260 million people, live in Asia and the Pacific.234 

They are among the most socially and economically marginalized members of society, and face 

dispossession of their lands and natural resources.235 Because of their subordination and 

distinctiveness from mainstream cultures and polities, they have been and still are subjected to gross 

human rights violations, systematic racism, discrimination, and dispossession.236 For example, large 

infrastructure developments in the region are often a threat to the livelihoods of indigenous peoples, 

who are in turn not consulted about these processes. A majority of the world’s Indigenous Peoples live 

 
227 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific, p.12 
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232 UNDP, ADB, ESCAP (2019) Accelerating progress: An Empowered, Inclusive and Equal Asia and the Pacific, p.12 
233 Ibid, p.14 
234 FAO (2018) Indigenous Peoples in the Asia-Pacific region, p.1 
235 UN Habitat (2015) Land Tenure in Asia and the Pacific, Challenges, Opportunities and Way Forward, p. IX 
236 AIPP (2019) Status of Indigenous People’s Land, Territories and Resources in Asia 



44 

 

in rural areas but they too are part of the global urbanization trend. Indigenous peoples in urban areas 

frequently become slum dwellers and can face difficulties in access to employment, housing, social 

services and credit to start business. They often lack access to clean water, sanitation and energy, and 

are more vulnerable to natural disasters. These factors are some of the underlying causes of poverty 

and social exclusion among urban indigenous communities. Indigenous youth are particularly 

vulnerable.  

Youth participation in political processes and public life is low and declining due to a combination of 

factors. Despite their demographic importance in the region, young people have not benefited equally 

from the region’s dynamism. On average, the youth unemployment rate stands at more than double 

that of the adult working population, with young women being left furthest behind. The impact is felt 

strongest at the local level, manifesting in social and political exclusion, inequitable provision of 

services and in access to employment, variable access to justice, and unresolved human rights 

violations.237 Children in Asia also face frequent violations of their rights, many births in Asia and the 

Pacific are unregistered, with South Asia being responsible for half of the world’s unregistered 

births.238 Children whose births are unregistered are deprived from their right to attend school, receive 

subsidized medical treatments, get married, or receive social benefits. For children living in refugee 

camps, they may have difficulty leaving or entering countries, simply because no record of their birth 

exists. These children become stateless people with no rights of citizenship, lacking protection under 

the law and left exposed to the risk of child labour.239 Asia and the Pacific ranks second highest in the 

percentage of children in child labor (7% of all children). Approximately 62 million children are in 

child labor in this region.240 Many of the worst forms of child labor are still important concerns, 

including child trafficking, commercial sexual exploitation, bonded child labor, child domestic work, 

hazardous child labor and the recruitment and use of children for armed conflict or drug trafficking.241 

Child marriage prevails to such an extent that over 30% of girls are married before they turn 18 in 

parts of the Asia and Pacific region.242 

 

LGBTI+ people are also exposed to deprivation caused by discrimination and stigma. For example, 

transgender people in the region often face challenges in changing their legal gender, which has 

important consequences on their ability to access basic services such as health care.243 In most 

countries in this region, laws and court decisions do not define gender identity, gender expression or 

transgender people as a population group that enjoys recognition before the law. 
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