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Across the Asia region, COVID-19 has exposed unequal power distributions and their impact on the e!ective functioning 
of democratic institutions. This brief explores trends related to the independence of institutions (including legislative and 
judicial functions), accountability and corruption, public access to information, and data transparency. Pre-existing imbal-
ances in power distribution have resulted in an increasing shift towards repressive and authoritarian governance, often 
under the pretext of pandemic management. The abuse of power and its impact on the protection of fundamental rights 
is apparent in the widespread shrinkage of democratic spaces. Finally, the brief analyses how vulnerable communities 
are being further disempowered during the pandemic, and it explores themes of economic justice, social protection and 
basic services, as well as the pandemic’s impact on di!erent population groups, such as undocumented persons, migrant 
workers and refugees, and the implications for women, children and LGBTQ+ persons. Policy recommendations highlight 
the importance of SDG 16 localization, the need to reinforce independent institutions including at global, regional and 
national levels to safeguard the democratic space, and the need for increased investment in strengthening democratic 
actors and institutions. It recognizes that, despite the challenges, the current context also provides an opportunity for 
collective action towards ”Our Common Agenda”, as outlined by the UN Secretary General, to reinforce the global social 
contract.

3 On 1 February 2021, Myanmar’s military launched a coup following the country’s elections, in which the National League for Democracy—headed by Aung San Suu Kyi, 
the de facto civilian leader since 2015—won by a landslide. The coup has returned the country to full military rule following a short span of quasi-democracy (Goldman, 
2021).

Introduction

Over the last several years, noteworthy progress has been 
made towards SDG 16 (peace, justice and inclusive insti-
tutions) in the Asia region on issues such as access to in-
formation, resilient institutions and an engaged citizenry. 
However, while SDG 16 is a foundational goal for the overall 
sustainable development agenda, achieving it in the region 
by the 2030 deadline remains a challenge, and COVID-19 
has made the prospect of reaching this goal even more 
daunting. In the last year, Southeast Asia and South Asia 
have witnessed a decline in all the indicators under SDG 
16 where data are available, while data availability itself re-
mains a persistent and recurring barrier across the region 
(UNESCAP, 2021). Available data on the SDGs overall indi-
cate that the region is on route to reach only nine out of 
112 measurable indicators (UNESCAP, 2021), and nearly 40 

per cent of the SDG targets cannot be measured due to 
the lack of data.

On the SDG 16 targets more specifically, available data in-
dicate that the region is not on track. Faster progress in re-
ducing violence and related deaths is essential in order to 
achieve SDG 16.1 by 2030. The indicators on human tra!ck-
ing (SDG 16.2), justice for all (SDG 16.3) and e"ective institu-
tions (SDG16.6) show a negative trajectory that needs to be 
reversed to achieve these targets by 2030. And alongside 
SDG 5 (gender equality) and SDG 14 (life below water), SDG 
16 has the poorest data availability, with fewer than one-third 
of its indicators being reported on by countries in the region 
(UNESCAP, 2021). 

In Southeast Asia, there is a need to urgently reverse cur-
rent trends on intentional homicide, unsentenced detainees 
and victims of human tra!cking (UNESCAP, 2021). In South 
Asia, the past year alone has seen an increase in violence, 
including, for example, the military coup in Myanmar3 and 
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violence related to the protests by farmers4 and students5 
in India. Additionally, throughout the region, laws and pol-
icies are failing to address gender-based violence and vi-
olence against children and women. Since the outbreak 
of COVID-19 and the accompanying lockdown measures, 
reports from frontline workers indicate that all types of vio-
lence against women and girls, particularly family violence, 
have intensified, while access to life-saving services, as well 
as justice services, has been reduced (UNESCAP, 2021). 
Moreover, the issue of democratic backsliding is an increas-
ingly potent challenge in the region, further undermining the 
pace towards achieving SDG 16. 

Whilst the pandemic has stalled progress towards the 
achievement of SDG 16, it has also underscored the per-
tinence of governance principles: transparency, decentral-
ization, accountability and inclusive institutions. While there 
is a continuing gap in terms of data availability for o!cial 
reporting on SDG 16 indicators, this brief explores other data 
sources and the experiences of civil society actors that can 
help to identify overall trends in the region under the overar-
ching theme of “power”. It also considers how the resultant 
dynamics have impacted the achievement of SDG 16. 

The distribution of power and the way in which we organize 
society is at the core of governance and plays a critical role 
in shaping social relationships. While the conceptual under-
standing of power has become more nuanced over time, 
at its core is the understanding that it is the way in which 
“man” or a group of “men” realise their will in communal ac-
tion, even against the resistance of others who are partici-
pating in the action (Weber, Henderson and Parsons, 2012). 
In relation to development, this definition translates into an 
understanding of how the dynamics of power concentration 
between various stakeholders assist or impede the achieve-
ment of development targets. As such, when analysing de-
velopment goals through the lens of power, it becomes ev-
ident that inequalities in the power distribution within state 
structures, and between the state and its citizens, impact 
progress towards the achievement of these goals. 

In this context, this policy brief discusses how pre-existing 
inequalities in power distribution within South and Southeast 
Asia have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and it will outline opportunities and recommendations to 

4 Farmers protested the new agricultural laws that reform the sale, pricing and storage of farm produce, which have protected Indian farmers from the free market for 
decades. The reforms outline rules for contract farming and allow private buyers to stockpile essential commodities for anticipated sales, which was previously allowed 
for government-authorized agencies only (Biswas, 2020).

5 Students in India protested after Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) in Delhi was attacked by a masked mob. The attack was preceded by a nationwide campaign led 
by JNU students against the citizenship law, which is widely seen as targeting Muslims (Dhillon, 2020).

address these imbalances for better policy-making in rela-
tion to SDG 16. The primary source of data for this brief was 
a series of virtual expert roundtables on SDG 16 emerging 
trends in the context of COVID-19 held in May 2021 together 
with online discussions on the SDG 16 Hub. The three main 
issues examined are: 

1. The implications of unequal power distribution between 
state structures for the e"ective functioning of demo-
cratic institutions;

2. The abuse of power and the impact on fundamental 
rights; and 

3. The further disempowerment of vulnerable communi-
ties due to the pandemic. 

Emerging trends in Asia around  
SDG 16 since the pandemic

The unequal distribution of power is 
undermining the e$ective functioning  
of institutions

The unequal distribution of power within states in the re-
gion has several implications for the e"ective functioning of 
institutions and for responsive people-centred governance. 
The erosion of democratic institutions has facilitated a grad-
ual shift towards repressive and authoritarian governance 
across the region. This is particularly revealing when look-
ing at the following: 1) the independence of institutions (in-
cluding the legislative and judicial arms of government); 2) 
accountability and corruption; and 3) public access to infor-
mation (or data transparency). 

Countries in the region have witnessed a democratic de-
cline over the last few years, with the compromised inde-
pendence of democratic institutions of foremost concern 
(Sahoo, 2021). At the beginning of the pandemic, some 
countries suspended parliamentary sittings as part of mea-
sures to address the COVID-19 pandemic. The closure of 
legislative bodies exacerbated concerns over the oversight 
of executive power and accountable and transparent gov-
ernance. In many of the region’s countries, this was also 
accompanied by a weakened judicial sector that lacked 
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independence. This meant that decisions on budgeting 
and the pandemic response were made without the usual 
checks-and-balances, raising concerns about transparency 
and accountability and increasing room for corruption. 

In Sri Lanka, parliamentary sittings were not conducted for 
five months following the outbreak of the pandemic per an 
executive decision (Fonseka, 2021), while India, Malaysia 
and Pakistan halted the functions of their legislative arms 
(Kamala-Chirani, 2021; Jayasooriya, 2021; Afiq, 2021; Sa-
hoo, 2021). In Malaysia and the Philippines, the executive 
further consolidated power by way of executive orders, 
especially with limited systems of checks-and-balances in 
place (Afiq, 2021; Joaquin and Biana, 2021; Human Rights 
Watch, 2021a). In the absence of institutionalized platforms 
to raise concerns about pandemic response measures, leg-
islators from opposition parties often lacked the opportunity 
to scrutinize stimulus packages or other responses to the 
pandemic. Without su!cient oversight, the risk of the abuse 
of power in the guise of maintaining stability has increased 
significantly (Nixon, 2020), and as the region rolls out plans 
for the procurement and distribution of vaccines, concerns 
pertaining to accountability, transparency and corruption 
have amplified (Bhargava, 2021). 

As the region’s countries adapted to online and virtual mea-
sures during the pandemic, they had an opportunity to make 
data and information more readily available and accessible 
to the public. However, information availability and dissemi-
nation appear instead to have become even more opaque 
(Acharya, 2021), despite the vital need for access to informa-
tion on public financing and public budgeting, where limit-
ed resources have been reallocated for the purpose of the 
pandemic response (Wendling et al., 2020). Many countries 
in South Asia lie below the global average in terms of the 
transparency and accountability of how budgets are allo-
cated and spent and how standard budget documents are 
disseminated (Open Budget Index, 2019; Acharya, 2021). 
With parliamentary proceedings deprioritized, and with the 
undermining of the rule of law and the independence of in-
stitutions, particularly the judiciary, both data transparency 
and public access to information have been further stifled 
(Fonseka, 2021). 

The Asian region has already faced democratic regres-
sion over the past decade, with some countries gradually 
adopting more right-wing, authoritarian or “strong man” pol-
itics reminiscent of other parts of the world (Sahoo, 2021). 
Three key trends observed in this regard include: i) the 

consolidation of power, ii) authoritarian governance and 
iii) militarization. For example, in Sri Lanka, constitutional 
amendments with lasting impacts on the functioning of dem-
ocratic institutions and an expanded role for the military in 
civilian institutions are a concern (Ruwanpathirana, 2021). 
In Myanmar and the Philippines, there have been unprec-
edented attacks on trade unions and other civil society ac-
tors. In many cases, the measures put in place to respond to 
the pandemic are being co-opted to reinforce pre-existing 
authoritarian trends, with the military at the forefront of pan-
demic management (Lappin, 2021). Excessive use of force, 
unwarranted fines, restrictions on a disproportionate scale 
and the criminalization of non-adherence to pandemic regu-
lations are tactics used in the region to suppress opposition 
and dissent. These laws are also often unequally applied, 
disproportionately penalizing poor and marginalized popu-
lations and benefiting those in power.

The abuse of power impacts the re-
alization of fundamental rights 

While the Asian region has been grappling with the issue of 
shrinking democratic spaces over the years, the pandemic 
has accelerated the pace. Democratic space is not merely 
in regression, but actively being closed (Fernando, 2021). 
Movement restrictions and limitations on assembly imposed 
due to the pandemic have curtailed the ability and space to 
protest and engage in public civil action. Where in-person 
gatherings have been limited, conversations and activism 
have moved to virtual spaces. While this transition circum-
vented some of the limitations imposed by the pandemic, 
it poses other challenges, such as creating more exclusion 
due to the digital divide or adding additional barriers to par-
ticipation for persons with disabilities and other marginal-
ized communities. This has resulted in fragmentation in the 
dissemination of and access to information, hindering the 
cohesiveness and collective action required on issues af-
fecting a broad range of communities. These factors have 
amplified existing inequalities in power dynamics between 
di"erently abled populations as well as between those with 
and without access to information and to the Internet (SDG 
16 Hub, 2021). 

Civil society groups and experts in the region have raised 
significant concerns over how the pandemic is being used 
as a smokescreen, with freedom of speech being active-
ly curtailed under the pretext of curbing mis/disinformation 
(Fernando, 2021). In many countries, following several years 
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of debate, governments have used the pandemic as an op-
portunity to assertively push for the criminalization of mis/
disinformation (The Guardian, 2020). In Sri Lanka and Ma-
laysia, serious ramifications are in place for people spread-
ing mis/disinformation about the pandemic on social media 
platforms (Ganguly, 2021b; Ruwanpathirana, 2021; Article 19, 
2021). However, without clear definitions of what constitutes 
mis/disinformation, this can be highly discretionary, and this 
step is ringing alarm bells on issues related to surveillance 
and the privacy of individuals participating in online discus-
sions (Newswire, 2021). 

In some countries in the region, such as Bangladesh and 
Indonesia, states are actively monitoring online social media 
platforms, and legal action has been brought against activ-
ists and civil society organizations (CSOs) who are demand-
ing accountability and advocating on governance issues on 
these platforms (Civicus, 2021; Ganguly, 2021a). In others, 
states appear to be using strategies such as the “spiral of 
silence”6 and counterterrorism laws to reduce dissent and 
criticism (SDG 16 Hub, 2021). The use of tracking and surveil-
lance techniques has been problematized for not adhering 
to privacy laws (Human Rights Watch, 2021b), and the use of 
these techniques by several states has a"ected journalists 
and human rights activists particularly hard. For example, an-
ti-corruption activists in Indonesia have been subjected to 
cyberattacks and surveillance (Sukarsa, 2021), and journal-
ists in Myanmar have been prosecuted for allegedly post-
ing false information about the pandemic online (Reporters 
Without Borders, 2020; Article 19, 2020). The measures to 
curb freedom of expression on virtual spaces have exac-
erbated the pre-existing imbalance of power, further sup-
pressing dissent and shrinking the democratic space, with 
a disproportionate impact on activists and interest groups 
working on social issues.

With weak democratic institutions and a lack of judicial in-
dependence across many countries in the region, there has 
also been a noticeable uptick in the rate of arrests (Wen, 
2021; Human Rights Watch, 2021; The Wire, 2020), leading 
to overcrowded jails, adding to court backlogs, and dispro-
portionately a"ecting the poor. For instance, in the Philip-
pines, a public directive was issued under which refusing 
a vaccination could result in arrest (Cabato, 2021). People 
unable to post bail are detained in overcrowded prisons and 
face weeks in prison due to backlogs in processing cases 

6 The “spiral of silence” theorizes that people’s willingness to express their opinions on controversial public issues is a$ected by their perception of whether their opin-
ions are popular or unpopular (Noelle-Neumann, 1980).

(Buan, 2021). These regulations appear to have amplified 
the existing inequalities in countries, especially since in 
practice these laws are being applied di"erentially depend-
ing on people’s access to power and their position in society 
(Santos, 2020).

Vulnerable communities further 
disempowered 

The pandemic has led to the further disempowerment of vul-
nerable communities, by deepening poverty and exacerbat-
ing pre-existing social inequalities. The pandemic’s econom-
ic impact has pushed those living at the margins of poverty 
further down, revitalizing calls for revising the conceptual 
understanding of justice to include economic and social jus-
tice (Haagh, 2020). The pandemic has depressed economic 
growth rates in the region, a"ecting even the most robust 
economies. Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka were grappling with 
widening inequalities and debt commitments even prior to 
the pandemic, and they now face even more acute econom-
ic challenges. Pre-existing fiscal weaknesses such as low fi-
nancing and the inadequate allocation of funds to health ser-
vices have amplified the e"ects of COVID-19. For example, 
the 70% of Pakistan’s approximately 220 million population 
who live in rural areas and in poverty are being dispropor-
tionately a"ected by the pandemic (Kamala-Chirani, 2021). 
Disparities between public and private health-care facilities 
have widened. Those employed in the informal sector—es-
pecially women—have been adversely impacted due to a fall 
in disposable income, lack of savings and inadequate social 
protection. The reduction in income, coupled with the added 
burden of unpaid domestic and care work, are just some of 
the pandemic’s consequences that disproportionately a"ect 
women (The Asia Foundation, 2021). 

As the pandemic escalated, the region’s health-care sys-
tems, which already lacked adequate resources and finan-
cial support, were rapidly inundated. Public health systems 
diverted all their resources towards the pandemic response 
and no longer have the capacity to be responsive to the 
population’s other needs. While certain countries in the re-
gion such as Malaysia handled the challenges of the first 
wave of the pandemic well, the subsequent waves tested 
countries’ readiness to face the situation (Walden, 2021). In 
others, governance challenges impacted the availability of 
medical services. In Myanmar, medics who have resisted 
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the military government have been arrested and attacked, 
with others have been compelled into hiding despite the 
critical need for medical professionals during the pandemic 
(Gelineau and Milko, 2021; International Crisis Group, 2020; 
Lappin, 2021). 

Further, inequity in global vaccine rollout has compounded 
these challenges and raised questions about the disparities 
in access to vaccines between states as well as the role 
of corporate interests impacting the distribution of vaccines 
globally (UN Economic and Social Council, 2021). Inequal-
ities in the distribution of vaccines have also been mani-
fested at a local level, where in some countries a limited 
number of vaccines were dispersed to the public in a way 
that favoured individuals with connections to those in power 
(Kazmin, 2021). 

Undocumented persons, migrant workers and refugees are 
another key demographic that has been disproportionately 
a"ected by the pandemic (Jayasooriya, 2021). While these 
communities were subject to stigmatization and other forms 
of discrimination and marginalization prior to the pandemic, 
their lack of social protection has resulted in even greater 
deprivation of both income support and the provision of ba-
sic services during the pandemic. For instance, the migrant 
community in Malaysia, approximately 30% of whom are un-
documented (Too, 2021), has been under duress due to the 
circumstances brought on by the pandemic. However, as 
Malaysia is not a signatory to the International Convention 
on Migrant Workers, migrants have little access to redress 
mechanisms (Jayasooriya, 2021). Furthermore, rising xeno-
phobia against migrants has meant more intense stigmati-
zation and discrimination, which has limited their access to 
vaccines, health-care services and birth registrations. 

The pandemic period has also recorded an uptick in human 
rights abuses, with an especially negative impact on wom-
en, youth in the informal sector, persons with disabilities and 
people su"ering from chronic illnesses. A distinct correla-
tion is observed between pandemic-related lockdown mea-
sures and the burden of violence, including in particular: ris-
ing levels of gender-based violence; increasing crackdowns 
on protests; and mounting attacks against civilians by state 
actors in certain regions. Women, children and LGBTQ+ 
persons are also key among those disproportionately im-
pacted by the pandemic. The marginalization and discrimi-
nation that these communities already su"ered prior to the 
pandemic has been intensified, while access to support has 
been restricted (The Equity Initiative, 2020). 

Women have been at the forefront of providing health-
care services, and thus have been hit especially hard by 
the pandemic (Fernando, 2021). For example, women are 
often over-represented in the health and informal sectors 
and also often bear a disproportionate share of the burden 
of unpaid care. In addition, reported incidents of domestic 
violence have also increased during the pandemic, with little 
to no protective measures or access to services during the 
lockdowns (Kamala-Chirani, 2021; Sukarsa, 2021). In Sri Lan-
ka, the police cited the redirection of limited public resourc-
es to pandemic management as the reason for turning away 
victims who sought help, raising alarms across the commu-
nity and among activists (Thomas, 2021). This occurred in a 
context where the country was recording a rise in instances 
of domestic violence and the abuse of both women and chil-
dren (UNFPA, 2020). Indonesia likewise reported a signifi-
cant increase in violence against women and children (Su-
karsa, 2021). Similarly, in Pakistan a study revealed that a fall 
in income during the COVID-19 lockdown increased partner 
violence (Munir et al., 2021), although it is not evident wheth-
er incidents of domestic violence and gender-based vio-
lence have increased or whether the reporting of incidents 
has become more robust during the pandemic (Zaman, 
2021). Nevertheless, there is little doubt that the impact of 
pre-existing volatile conditions and inequalities vis-à-vis 
vulnerable communities have been reinforced and exacer-
bated due to the pandemic, with long-term consequences 
carried forward into the foreseeable future (Changyong and 
Svirydzenka, 2021). 

Policy recommendations 

The pandemic has exacerbated the pre-existing power 
imbalances in the region, adversely impacting the e"ec-
tive functioning of democratic institutions and fundamen-
tal rights, particularly in regard to vulnerable communities. 
Powerful stakeholders have used the pandemic as a means 
of consolidating more power, while vulnerable groups have 
been further marginalized due to unequal responses to the 
pandemic and shrinking access to services. In many of the 
region’s countries, governments have sidelined the legis-
lature and judiciary, a process that has been accompanied 
by an increase in violations of fundamental rights and the 
further marginalization of vulnerable communities. Conse-
quently, progress on achieving peaceful, just and inclusive 
societies has been reversed in much of the region. 
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The following policy recommendations have been derived 
from the findings outlined above in this brief. 

Strengthen independent commissions to 
protect fundamental rights and advocate 
for the rights of women and marginalized 
groups 

The protection of independent oversight mechanisms is 
critical for achieving SDG 16. Specific indicators under SDG 
16 focus on the protection of national human rights institu-
tions (SDG 16.b.1), but also recognize the role of civil soci-
ety, the media and human rights defenders in protecting 
fundamental rights (16.10.1). This includes enabling measures 
to protect whistle-blowers. Ensuring that the media remains 
independent can contribute to increasing transparency and 
accountability in the region. Independent commissions also 
have an important role to play to combat discrimination and 
advocate for addressing systematic changes to deal with 
concerns such as deepening gender inequality due to the 
pandemic or the further marginalization of poor and informal 
sector workers.

Reinforce the role of oversight institutions for 
checks on executive power

To prevent democratic backsliding, it is critical to protect the 
independence of institutions such as the judiciary and civil 
services, including the police, especially given trends in the 
region towards the politicization and militarization of inde-
pendent actors. Linked to this is the need to support the 
continuation of oversight by legislative bodies to curb the 
over-reach of executive power in putting in place pandemic 
regulations that risk undermining fundamental rights. This 
can also be critical to stemming the increasing militarization 
taking place across the region. Addressing these factors 
can help to redress some of the imbalances in the distribu-
tion of power. 

Protect digital civic space and promote 
access to information

In an age where information is power, the lack of informa-
tion available to the public is disempowering citizens and 
reinforcing the pre-existing imbalances of power between 
state and citizen. With the pandemic came a shift globally to 
digital spaces, which should allow governments to become 
more transparent and provide greater access to information. 
This can include providing means of participating online in 

policy-making decisions, sharing information on budgets, 
and transparency on procurement and other processes. At 
the same time, safeguards also need to be put in place in 
terms of data privacy and protection as well as to prevent the 
censorship and targeting of online activists. The protection 
of fundamental freedoms and space for dialogue and de-
bate online must also be actively promoted. While mitigating 
the spread of misinformation and hate speech is necessary, 
oversight is needed to ensure that these concerns are not 
used to undermine freedom of expression.

Understand the risks and opportunities of 
large-scale digitalization

The COVID-19 pandemic has also presented more op-
portunities for engagement with CSOs and policy makers 
across the region, as virtual platforms have proliferated and 
become more accessible. Information and communication 
technologies can assist decision-making and political par-
ticipation by bringing together citizens and representatives 
and improving levels of transparency, responsiveness and 
accountability. Potential risks, such as unequal access to 
technology, must be kept in mind in order not to exacerbate 
existing inequalities. In addition, governments can renew the 
social contract, reduce corruption and rebuild trust through 
the use of technology to promote access to information and 
to encourage participation in decision-making processes. 
However, the use of technology must be complemented by 
collective action so that access to information leads to mea-
surable change.

Link SDG 16 with international human rights 
frameworks 

A national commitment to SDG 16 as an instrument of ac-
countability can be strengthened, both as a means of 
achieving sustainable development goals but also, as the 
pandemic has illustrated, to better respond to the significant 
negative impact on people’s lives and livelihoods that an 
absence of e"ective governance can have. Aligning SDG 
16 with international human rights commitments can be one 
way to reinforce accountability. This includes monitoring 
progress on SDG 16 as a means of holding governments ac-
countable, including by aligning Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs) with the Universal Periodic Review. Mainstreaming 
human rights into SDG 16 reporting can strengthen the pro-
cess further, and this can also increase gender sensitivity 
and sharpen a focus on the rights of marginalized groups. 
Adopting a rights-based approach to SDG 16 can assist in 
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further scrutinizing the abuse of power and in finding new 
avenues for reinforcing accountability.

Establish a regional human rights mechanism 

While many countries in the region have national human 
rights institutions that aim to ensure accountability for hu-
man rights violations and actively safeguard the space for 
other human rights defenders, the region does not have an 
independent regional human rights mechanism (the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations [ASEAN] subregion has 
an inter-governmental human rights mechanism). There is a 
need for a robust regional mechanism that complements na-
tional-level independent human rights institutions. A region-
al mechanism could foster better regional cooperation and 
support the expansion of civic space and the protection of 
media freedom and human rights, while strongly advocating 
for leaving no one behind. Regional mechanisms such as 
ASEAN and the South Asian Association for Regional Coop-
eration (SAARC) can also play a role in supporting intra-re-
gional cooperation and encourage countries to prioritize 
support for the achievement of peace, justice and inclusion 
across the region. This can help to develop e"ective and 
inclusive governance, safeguard civic space and empower 
citizens and civil society.

Improve local ownership to help achieve 
SDG 16

Localizing SDG 16 by incorporating SDG 16 targets in strate-
gic plans and/or national policy-making processes is neces-
sary to renew national commitment and move the agenda 
forward. Local planning and the strengthening of local gov-
ernance structures can be entry points for localization, with 
a focus on facilitating local ownership of goals, including 
SDG 16, and their inclusive implementation. A sense of local 
ownership can be fostered by raising public awareness re-
garding the SDGs overall and SDG 16 in particular. One way 
to do this is to develop a communication strategy in partner-
ship with local civil society organizations, so as to empower 
citizens to contribute to the achievement of the goal.

Invest in data partnerships on SDG 16

Lack of data on SDG 16 indicators has consistently been a 
major issue for the region. While correlations have been 
made between a sustainable and resilient recovery from 
COVID-19 and the availability of data, in practice the pandem-
ic has further diverted and subverted the region’s ability to 

collect reliable data (Afiq, 2021). Data partnerships between 
national statistical systems, youth organizations, civil society, 
local and regional governments, international organizations 
and others are necessary if the data gap is to be bridged. 
Disaggregated data (based on gender, disability, rural com-
munities, indigenous populations, etc.) should be recog-
nized and incorporated into Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs). Given the lack of data to measure the achievement 
of SDG 16, supporting subnational actors to collect and anal-
yse data using more localized capacity through partnerships 
between the UN, local communities and CSOs can be e"ec-
tive. This would allow for more inclusive involvement of local 
communities in data collection processes, and more gran-
ular, grassroots data can be accessed, thus giving a more 
accurate representation of the ground situation on SDG 16. 
This data can then also be better used to inform local-level 
policy-making. In doing so, horizontal and vertical linkages 
between and within the region can also be improved. 

Strengthen policy-making through partnering 
with civil society and building social 
movements

Local and national governments can be more e"ective 
by building partnerships with CSOs, who are often more 
connected with marginalized communities. By adopting a 
multi-stakeholder approach, governments can work togeth-
er with local NGOs/CSOs in the development and implemen-
tation of policies. Building these partnerships is necessary 
to prevent the further closing of civic space in the region. 
Active collaboration and collective action among di"erent 
CSOs are also necessary in political environments where 
there may be hostility to oppositional views. Promoting in-
clusive policy-making processes that involve marginalized 
communities in decision-making is not without controversy, 
especially as many of the region’s countries are becoming 
increasingly polarized. However, it can be a significant step 
in redressing power imbalances.

Prioritize funding aimed at achieving SDG 16, 
especially at the local level

The lack of capacity of most governments in the region has 
challenged the reporting, reviewing and achievement of the 
SDGs. In order to boost the institutional capability of local 
governments and other local actors, the international com-
munity should prioritize funding towards decentralized and 
localized initiatives to support progress on SDG 16 as well as 
to ensure an e"ective pandemic recovery. Grassroots actors 
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are often on the frontline of pandemic response and recov-
ery, and investing in their capacities to respond can have a 
significant impact on human welfare at the local level. More-
over, a coordinated approach to supporting SDG 16 can help 
maximize the impact of the resources allocated as well as 
facilitate learning among partners. Addressing the gap in re-
sources promotes a level playing field for the realization of 
SDG 16 goals locally and internationally. 

Facilitate cohesion between international 
and domestic agendas

Localizing e"orts towards achieving SDG 16 will not be fruit-
ful unless there is international cooperation. Multilateralism 
should be re-invigorated by strengthening the global social 
contract. To this end, it is imperative to facilitate cohesion 
between international and domestic mechanisms regarding 
SDG 16. Going forward, it is pivotal that SDG 16 and its corre-
sponding targets and indicators are integrated into national 
development processes, fostering horizontal linkages at a 
national and regional level, while reiterating national com-
mitments on sustainable development by 2030. The pan-
demic has presented an opportune moment to advance “our 
common agenda” and reinforce the global social contract. 
Seizing this opportunity to strengthen regional cooperation 
as well as international cooperation and multilateralism can 
advance the achievement of SDG 16 and the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development overall. 
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