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24.1 Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are the global milestones set by the world leaders collectively in 2015 
aiming for laying a solid foundation by 2030 for achieving long-term sustainable development. However, a couple 
of reviews on the SDG progress in Asia have indicated that many countries will not achieve the 2030 targets for 
most of the SDGs1 (ESCAP, 2020). The United Nations, through the Decade of Action, has called for efforts to accel-
erate the delivery of SDGs. This, however, has been interrupted by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic, 
which has evolved into a global crisis impacting people’s lives and disrupting the operation of businesses and the 
functions of the society, will affect the trajectories of SDGs by widening the existing gaps in achieving the 2030 
targets (United Nations, 2020g). These include not only the SDGs hit directly by the pandemic, such as Goal 1 
(poverty eradication), Goal 3 (health and well-being), Goal 4 (universal access to quality education), Goals 8 (eco-
nomic growth and decent works), Goal 9 (resilient infrastructure and sustainable industrialization), and interna-
tional trade (Goal 17), but also their derived impacts, such as the life-long impacts on income and development of 
those who will be dropped out of school permanently due to forced school closure during the lockdown. Curbing 
the strong downward momentum and pushing back to the original or even a better track is critical to maintaining 
decades of development progress.

In response to the COVID-19 crisis, many countries have taken various measures to help businesses, activities 
and individuals to go back to normal. These include immediate responsive measures to restrain the pandemic, 
support the livelihoods of vulnerable people and survive businesses, particularly small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs). Many countries are also considering medium to long-term recovery plans aiming at boosting eco-
nomic growth, addressing the economic and social impacts or building long-term resilience and sustainability from 
a preventive perspective. The COVID-19 measures will have near to long-term impacts, either positive or negative, 
on achieving the SDGs through the interactions among the SDGs.

1  The report looks at the progress of the SDGs in the Asia-Pacific region with historical data ranging from 2000 to 2019 and compares it with the 
2030 target. The report found that given the current trend, the Asia-Pacific region as a whole is unlikely to achieve any of the 17 SDGs.



5. Sustainable development goals and environmental justice

274 24. Impacts and implications of the COVID-19 crisis and its recovery for achieving sustainable development goals in Asia 

Understanding the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery on achieving the SDGs from an interlinkage perspec-
tive is important to help grasp a wider picture of the impacts, as well as informing about the synergies and trade-
offs. Understanding the synergies and trade-offs will help identify the areas where SDG acceleration through 
synergistic effects can be facilitated and where structural change, policy instruments or technological breakthrough 
are needed to manage the trade-offs. Such knowledge is helpful in an integrated planning for COVID-19 
measures.

Soon after the emergence of the pandemic, various United Nations agencies and other international institutions 
started analyzing the potential impact of COVID-19, including its implications for the SDGs (DESA, 2020d, 2020c; 
WHO and UNICEF, 2020b; DESA, 2020a, 2020b; Hernando and San Andres, 2020; Mori et al., 2020; UNDP, 2020; 
UNESCO, 2020; United Nations, 2020h; WHO and UNICEF, 2020a). However, many of these review studies dis-
cussed in a general way as opposed to linking with specific goals and targets. In this study, a comprehensive SDG 
interlinkage analysis was proposed for assessing the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery on SDGs. An empirical 
analysis for Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea was conducted with the purpose that similar analyses can be 
replicable in other countries.

The COVID-19 crisis is a tragedy to all, but its recovery may provide an unprecedented opportunity to transform 
into a better world with resilience and sustainability. Fig. 24.1 provides a diagram explaining this analytical perspec-
tive. The business-as-usual (BAU) trajectory of SDGs towards 2030 based on the pre-COVID-19 situations will be 
affected by the COVID-19 shock, worsening the existing gaps. The interventions through the recovery measures are 
expected to place SDGs onto a trajectory that is more sustainable than the BAU trajectory. This study by reviewing 
the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery on SDGs aims to contribute to seizing such an opportunity in Asia.

24.2 Methodology of the SDG interlinkage analysis

While the SDGs are broadly framed with 17 goals, the goals and their targets inherently connect with each other 
forming an indivisible and complex system. Achieving the SDGs will lay the foundation for building long-term 
resilience and sustainability. On the one hand, achieving one goal or target may contribute to achieving other goals 
or targets. For example, achieving Goal 4 on universal access to quality education at all levels will increase the ability 
and opportunity for employment (Target 8.5). On the other hand, the pursuit of one goal or target may conflict with 
achieving others. For example, increasing agricultural productivity (Target 2.3) can intensify water competition and 
affect the poor disproportionately in access to safe drinking water and sanitation (Targets 6.1 and 6.2). Understand-
ing the interlinkages among the SDGs can help identify potential synergies and trade-offs. Maximizing the synergies 
and removing the trade-offs is a key to ensuring SDG integration and policy coherence. Leveraging SDG acceleration 
through addressing the synergies and trade-offs is an effective and strategic option for building back better.

In this study, a methodology for analyzing the impacts from COVID-19 and its recovery on SDGs is proposed 
from an interlinkage perspective. Through literature review and using the SDG Interlinkages Tool, an SDG interlink-
age analysis of the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery was provided for two Asian countries, Bangladesh and 
the Republic of Korea (see Fig. 24.2).

For the analysis of the impacts of COVID-19 on SDGs, a comprehensive literature review on COVID-19 impact 
was conducted based on the publications mainly from the United Nations organizations and other international 
agencies. The review results were synthesized and mapped with relevant SDG targets. Using the SDG Interlinkages 
Tool, the derived impacts from the mapped target areas were analyzed to provide a wider picture of the impacts 
from COVID-19 on SDGs.

FIG. 24.1 Trajectories of achieving the SDGs in the pre-and-post-COVID-19 eras. 
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In a parallel process, the impacts of COVID-19 measures on SDGs were conducted based on a literature review 
and using the SDG Interlinkages Tool. The proposed COVID-19 measures in Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea 
were identified based on a literature review and mapped with relevant SDG targets. Using the SDG interlinkages 
Tool, the impacts on SDGs from the stimulus to the mapped target areas were analyzed.

The SDG Interlinkages Tool was developed by the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) based a 
methodology with four steps (see Fig. 24.2) to identify, quantify and visualize the interlinkages between targets 
(Zhou and Moinuddin, 2017; Zhou et al., 2019).

•	 Step I: Identification of the interlinkages between relevant SDG targets based on causalities through 
comprehensive literature review, expert consultations and stakeholder consultations;

•	 Step II: Selection of indicators with trackable data for corresponding SDG targets based on the Global SDG 
Indicators (UNSD, 2019) and other proxy indicators, such as the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 
(World Bank, 2019);

•	 Step III. Collection of time-series data (1990–2019) for the indicators in selected countries (twenty-seven 
countries in Asia and Africa);

•	 Step IV. Quantification of the interlinkages identified from Step I using statistical methods with the time-
series data collected for the selected countries.

Literature reviews, expert
opinions and stakeholder

consultations

IGES’ SDG Interlinkages Tool

Countries in Asia and Africa

East Asia (4)
China, Japan, Mongolia, Republic of
Korea

South Asia (8)
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan
Srilanka

Southeast Asia (10)
Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR,
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand, Viet Nam

Africa (5)

Other in Asia

Ethiopia, Ghana, Malawi, South Africa,
Tanzania

Step I. Identification of the interlinkages between
relevant SDG targets based on causalities

Step ll. Selection of indicators with
trackable data for SDG targets

Step lll. Collection of time-series
data (1990–2019) for indicators

Step lV. Quantification of SDG interlinkages

Proxy indicators

Global SDG indicators

Other databases

Global SDG
indicators database

Statistical
analysis

Literature
review on the
impacts from

COVID-19

Literature
review on the

recovery
measures

An interlinkage analysis on
the derived impacts of
Covid-19 on SDGs

An interlinkage analysis on
the Implications of Covid-19
recovery on SDGs

–  Bangladesh
–  Republic of Korea

–  Bangladesh
–  Republic of Korea

An SDG interlinkage analysis on the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery

FIG. 24.2 Application of the SDG Interlinkages Tool for an SDG interlinkage analysis of the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery. Source: 
Zhou et al, 2019.
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Based on the SDG Interlinkages Tool, the linkages between relevant targets are defined by their causal relation-
ships and identified through a comprehensive literature review or based on expert opinions and stakeholder con-
sultations (Zhou and Moinuddin, 2017). A directional link between a pair targets implies the impact from a change 
in the source target on the end target. For example, a link from Target 4.3 (equal access to affordable technical, 
vocational and tertiary education) to Target 8.5 (full and productive employment and decent works) indicates a 
causal relationship between better education and more opportunities and better capacity for jobs. The identified 
linkages between relevant targets are further quantified to indicate how strong the links are and whether the links 
are positive or negative based on the historical data (1990–2019) collected for 27 countries.

24.3 Impacts of COVID-19 on SDGs

Started as a global health emergency endangering tens of millions of lives, the pandemic has unfolded into an 
unprecedented economic and social crisis affecting the livelihoods and daily lives of billions of people around the 
world. The pandemic and lockdowns have disrupted supply chains and global trade, dampened market confidence, 
slashed consumer and investment demand, and pushed many economies into recession. The United Nations and 
the World Bank estimate the global economy to contract between 3.2 to 5.2 percent (United Nations, 2020i; World 
Bank, 2020). Experiencing economic downturn unevenly across countries (UNDP, 2020), the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) region could suffer severely with an estimated contract of real GDP by as much as 2.7 percent 
in 2020 (Hernando and San Andres, 2020). The crisis has disrupted hundreds of millions of enterprises destroying 
the livelihoods of nearly half of the global workforce (ILO, 2020) and is pushing more than 70 million additional 
people into extreme poverty (United Nations, 2020d).

24.3.1 A literature review on the impacts of COVID-19

The pandemic and recession are jeopardizing decades of development progress in many social and economic areas 
reversing the trajectories of SDG progress. The evolving global crisis has heavily affected Goal 1 (poverty eradica-
tion), Goal 2 (hunger and food security), Goal 3 (health and well-being), Goal 4 (education), Goal 8 (economic growth 
and jobs), Goal 9 (industry and innovation), Goal 11 (sustainable cities), Goal 12 (sustainable production and con-
sumption), and international trade (under Goal 17 on partnerships), among others. With the effects disproportion-
ately attacking the vulnerable groups (poor, women, girls and elderly, etc.), the pre-existing gender gaps (Goal 5), 
income inequalities (Goal 10) and urban–rural dichotomy (Goal 11) could further deteriorate. Impacts of COVID-19 
based on a literature review are synthesized and visualised in Fig. 24.3. A summary of the detailed explanations of 
the impacts and mapped SDG targets is provided in Table 24.1.

24.3.2 Derived impacts of COVID-19 on SDGs from an interlinkage perspective

The sudden shocks from COVID-19 could change the trajectories of the forty-four mapped SDG targets (called 
COVID-19-hit targets) identified in Fig. 24.3, which may trigger far-reaching ripple effects among themselves and 
on other affected targets through the complex web of interactions. The derived impacts may vary depending on: i) 
the pre-existing trajectories of relevant SDG targets; and ii) the nature of the COVID-19 impact. The pre-existing 
trajectories include a progressive trend and a regressive trend based on the historical trend (1990-2019) of the targets. 
The pre-existing trajectories determine four types of linkages between COVID-19-hit targets and affected targets in 
the pre-COVID-19 era, including a) synergies; b) trade-offs; c) development drag; and d) coupled deterioration (see 
Table 24.2).

Two types of COVID impact are considered: a negative shock (e.g. negative impact on Target 8.1, economic 
growth) and a positive shock (e.g. positive impact on Target 9.c, ICT-based innovation). In most of the cases, COVID-
19 gave negative shocks (Case I) to COVID-19-hit targets (Table 24.3). If the pre-existing trajectories of COVID-19-hit 
targets are progressive (upward), negative shocks will decelerate their progress. This will either weaken the syner-
gies (Type I-a) or mitigate the trade-offs (Type I-b) with affected targets. If the pre-existing trajectories of COVID-
19-hit targets are regressive (downward), negative shocks will accelerate their deterioration. This will either intensify 
the development drag (Type I-c) or intensify the coupled deterioration (Type I-d) with affected targets.

There are a few cases that COVID-19 gave positive shocks (Case II) to COVID-19-hit targets (Table 24.4), such as 
Target 9.3 on ICT-based innovation. Depending on the pre-existing trajectories of both COVID-19-hit targets and 
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FIG. 24.3 Impacts of COVID-19 and mapped SDG targets. Note: Codes in bracket are the mapped SDG targets. Purple-Negative impacts; 
Green-Positive impacts. 

TABLE 24.1 Major impacts from COVID-19 based on a literature review.

SDGs Targets Major impacts Sources

Goal 1 1.1 End extreme poverty 70 million more will be added to the existing 700 million people 
in extreme poverty.

(United Nations, 2020d)

1.3 Social protection for all The existing low level of coverage has limited governmental 
capacity to respond to the growing needs from the crisis.

(Kidd, Athias and Tran, 2020; 
United Nations, 2020d)

Goal 2 2.1 End hunger and 
ensure food security

130 million people will go hungry in 2020 and long-term food 
security will be affected due to income losses and rising food 
prices.

(FAO and WFP, 2020; FAO 
et al., 2020; United Nations, 
2020d)

2.2 End malnutrition Today, 3 billion people cannot afford a healthy diet. A quarter-
plus children under five were stunted. COVID-19 has wors-
ened malnutrition particularly among the poor.

(FAO et al., 2020)

2.3 Double agricultural 
productivity

Food supply chain disruptions, unavailability of inputs, shortfall 
of labour supply and diminished demand resulted from the 
lockdowns have damaged agricultural production. Small 
farmers are facing acute food insecurity.

(United Nations, 2020d)

Goal 3 3.3 End epidemics of 
communicable diseases

The global pandemic has led to dozens of millions of infections 
and hundreds of thousands losing their lives. People with 
pre-existing health conditions are at higher risk.

(Mori, 2020; WHO, no date)

3.4 Mental health and 
well-being

Psychological distress is widespread due to physical distance, 
fear of infection, worries from losing jobs, and deep anxiety 
about future. Frontline healthcare workers, elderly, women and 
children are at higher risk.

(United Nations, 2020a)

3.8 Universal health 
coverage

The healthcare systems have been devastated due to lack of 
capacity to accommodate, test and treat COVID-19 patients and 
disruptions in the regular functionalities to serve non-
COVID-19 patients.

(WHO, no date)

(continued)
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SDGs Targets Major impacts Sources

3.c Health workforce 
recruitment

COVID-19 placed huge risks, both physically and mentally, on 
the frontline health workers, particularly women workers who 
account for the majority of the workforce.

(United Nations, 2020a; 
WHO, 2020a)

Goal 4 4.1 Quality primary and 
secondary education for 
all

More than 100 countries announced temporary school closure 
impacting more than 60 per cent of students worldwide which 
may result in permanent out-of-school to the poor.

(UNESCO, 2020; United 
Nations, 2020d)

Goal 5 5.1 End gender 
discrimination

Gender inequality is widening resulted from the deprivation 
from sexual and reproductive health services, increased unpaid 
care works and higher risk of losing income.

(UNFPA, 2020; United 
Nations, 2020f)

5.2 Eliminate all forms of 
gender-based violence

Intensified economic and social stress exacerbated by movement 
restrictions and social isolation is driving a steep increase in 
gender-based violence in some countries.

(UN Women, 2020)

Goal 6 6.2 Access to adequate 
sanitation and hygiene 
for all

Existing poor hygiene in developing countries and rural areas is 
another main route of coronavirus transmission.

(WHO and UNICEF, 2020b)

Goal 8 8.1 Sustain economic 
growth

Plant closures and restricted labour supply are impacting global 
supply chains, trade, investment, and commodity prices. The 
lockdown is affecting tourism and hospitality. A decade-low global 
growth of 2.3 per cent in 2019 and worse in 2020 was estimated.

(United Nations, 2020c, 
United Nations, 2020h)

8.5 Full and productive 
employment for all

5 to 25 million jobs could be lost, with SMEs, informal sector, 
self-employed, daily wage earners, and migrant and women 
workers being hit the hardest.

(United Nations, 2020e)

8.9 Sustainable tourism Restrictions of movement and social distancing are affecting the 
service industry, particularly tourism and hospitality.

(United Nations, 2020h)

Goal 9 9.2 Inclusive and 
sustainable 
industrialisation

Manufacturing industries have been affected hardly disrupting 
economic activities across the globe through the global value 
chains.

(UNCTAD, 2020)

9.3 Promotion of SMEs SMEs, making up 96% of enterprises, employing 62% of workers 
and contributing 42% of GDP in part of Asia, is attacked the 
hardest, causing massive shutdowns, layoffs and bankruptcies.

(ADB, 2020b)

Goal 10 10.4 Achieve greater 
equality

Inequalities have been widened due to the pre-existing conditions 
in living conditions, access to handwashing facilities, occupations, 
and access to social protection system and quality health care.

(DESA, 2020d)

10.5 Ensure financial 
soundness

Global investment and finance markets will face a downturn, 
marked by extreme volatility, capital outflows from developing 
countries, and looming debt distress.

(DESA, 2020a)

Goal 11 11.1 Access to adequate 
housing and basic 
services and upgrade 
slums

Urban areas have become the epicentre of the pandemic in terms 
of the overriding share in COVID-19 cases. Pre-existing 
inequalities and conditions can impact disproportionally on 
more vulnerable groups.

(United Nations, 2020b)

Goal 15 15.5 Halt biodiversity loss Around 60 per cent of all infectious diseases in humans are 
zoonotic including COVID-19, which are often associated with 
ecological degradation through agricultural intensification or 
encroachments into forests and other habitats.

(UNEP, 2016)

Goal 17 17.4 Attain long-term debt 
sustainability

44 per cent of least developed and other low-income countries 
are currently in debt distress, which could be worsened due to 
global economic turmoil and commodity price shocks.

(United Nations, 2020c)

17.11 Increase exports of 
developing countries

International trade is plummeting leading to a drop by 13 – 32 
per cent in merchandise trade in 2020. The most affected 
sectors include precision instruments, machinery, automotive 
and communication equipment.

(UNCTAD, 2020; WTO, 2020)

Source: Compiled by authors. The mapping with SDG targets was conducted based on matching the text and the knowledge of the authors about SDGs.

TABLE 24.1 (Cont’d)
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TABLE 24.3 Case I: Negative shock from COVID-19 and types of derived impact on SDGs.

Case I. Negative shock Affected targets

Pre-existing trajectories and types of linkage Progressive trend Þ➚ Regressive trend à➘

COVID-19-hit targets Progressive trend Þ➚ Type I-a. Weaken the synergies Type I-b. Mitigate the trade-offs

Regressive trend à➘ Type I-c. Intensify development drag Type I-d. Intensify coupled 
deterioration

Source: The authors.

TABLE 24.4 Case II: Positive shock from COVID-19 and types of derived impact on SDGs.

Case II. Positive shock Affected targets

Pre-existing trajectories and types of linkage Progressive trend Þ➚ Regressive trend à➘

COVID-19-hit targets Progressive trend Þ➚ Type II-a. Strengthen the synergies Type II-b. Intensify the trade-offs

Regressive trend à➘ Type II-c. Mitigate development drag Type II-d. Mitigate coupled 
deterioration

Source: The authors.

TABLE 24.2 Types of SDG interlinkage in the pre-COVID-19 era.

Pre-existing trajectories and types of linkage

Affected targets

Progressive trend Þ Regressive trend à➘

COVID-19-hit targets Progressive trend Þ➚ Type a. Synergies Type b. Trade-offs

Regressive trend à➘ Type c. Development drag Type d. Coupled deterioration

Source: Authors based on Zhou, Moinuddin and Li (2019).

the affected targets, derived impacts will include four types: i) strengthen the synergies (Type II-a); ii) intensify the 
trade-offs (Type II-b); iii) mitigate development drag (Type II-c); and iv) mitigate coupled deterioration (Type II-d).

It should be mentioned that the classification of various derived impacts from COVID-19 is based on the assump-
tion that the shocks will not change the nature of the pre-existing trajectories, such as from an upward trend to a 
downward trend. This assumption is made for the SDG interlinkage analysis in this study due to the limitation of 
the capacity of the existing SDG Interlinkages Tool in dealing with a qualitative change.

To show how the SDG Interlinkages Tool is used to assess the derived impacts from COVID-19-hit targets on 
SDGs, an empirical analysis for Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea was conducted. While the Republic of Korea 
was one of the countries where the coronavirus infection started very early, the country has remained one of the 
least infected countries in the world (CSSE, 2020). In Bangladesh, where confirmed cases already exceeded 300 
thousand, daily life and businesses are still far from normal as the authorities continue to try to control the pandemic. 
The recovery measures from the two countries are also quite different: Bangladesh’s recovery measures appear to 
be short-term focusing on pandemic control, supporting the poor and recovery of the economy by stimulating busi-
nesses and trade, while the Korean measures are a mix of short and medium-term ones with longer-term implica-
tions for making the country more sustainable. Analyzing these two Asian countries with very different realities 
can provide useful insights and lessons that can be applied to other countries as well.

The results of the derived impacts are presented in a dashboard, a matrix, with COVID-19-hit targets placing on 
the row and affected targets placing on the column (see Appendix AI and Appendix AII). Colors indicate different 
types of derived impacts based on the classification provided in Table 24.3 and Table 24.4.

24.3.2.1 Derived impacts of COVID-19 on SDGs in Bangladesh

The dashboard on the derived impacts on SDGs in Bangladesh is presented in Appendix AI. Among forty-four 
COVID-19-hit targets, except for Target 9.3 on ICT-based innovation and Target 17.7 on strengthening public and 
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private partnerships, all other targets received negative shocks from COVID-19 decelerating their progress. Twenty-
one targets have followed a progressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 time, such as Targets 1.1 and 1.2 on poverty 
eradication and Targets 2.1 and 2.2 on hunger and malnutrition reduction. Their derived impacts will weaken the 
existing synergies (Type I-a), such as with universal access to primary education (Target 4.1), or mitigate the trade-
offs (Type I-b), such as with some environmental targets (Targets 12.2 and 15.5). However, the mitigated trade-offs 
with the environment is temporary due to the slowdown of economic activities rather than driven by a structural 
change or technological breakthrough.

Some of the existing trade-offs have resulted from limited public resources in Bangladesh which have been allo-
cated only for a few priority areas, such as extreme poverty eradication, but leaving other development areas lagged 
behind. These include Targets 1.3 (coverage of social protection system), Target 6.1 (full access to safe drinking water) 
and Target 8.3 (formalization of informal sectors and growth of SMEs), etc. Due to tightened public resources during 
the crisis, priorities will be given to address the urgent needs, particularly in the health-related areas. The existing 
gaps in the lagged-behind areas can be widened.

For Targets 9.3 and 17.7, COVID-19 will accelerate their development through positive shocks. Their progress 
will strengthen the synergies (Type II-a), such as with improved school education (Targets 4.1 and 4.a) and efficiency 
improvement (e.g. Targets 2.3 on agricultural productivity and 7.3 on energy efficiency improvement). However, 
the progress in Targets 9.3 and 17.7 may also intensify the pre-existing trade-offs (Type II-b), such as with some 
environment targets (9.4 on industrial pollution and 12.2 on resource consumption, etc.).

Ten targets have shown a regressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 era, including Target 1.3 on social protection 
system, Target 8.5 on full and productive employment and Target 9.4 on emissions from industrial sectors, etc. 
Further deterioration in these areas driven by COVID-19 will intensify the development drag (Type I-c) to affected 
targets, such as poverty eradiation (Targets 1.1 and 1.2), or intensify coupled deterioration (Type I-d) with affected 
target areas, such as coverage of social protection system (Targets 1.3) and gender disparity in education (Target 
4.5), among others.

APPENDIX AII Dashboard on the derived impacts of COVID-19 on achieving the SDGs in the Republic of Korea.

APPENDIX AI Dashboard on the derived impacts of COVID-19 on achieving the SDGs in Bangladesh.
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Without proper measures to curb the negative impacts across SDGs, particularly the intensified trade-offs, devel-
opment drags and coupled deterioration, the existing gaps in achieving the 2030 targets in Bangladesh will be 
widened.

24.3.2.2 Derived impacts of COVID-19 on SDGs in the Republic of Korea

The dashboard on the derived impacts on SDGs in the Republic of Korea is presented in Appendix AII. Among 
forty-four COVID-19-hit targets, 16 targets have followed a progressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 time, including 
many targets related to good health and well-being (Goal 3), universal access to basic services (Target 1.3, 6.2, and 
11.2), industrial development (Targets 9.2, 9.4, 9.c) and international trade (Target 17.11 and 17.12). COVID-19 gave 
negatively shocks to these 15 target areas decelerating their progress towards achieving the 2030 targets. The derived 
impacts from 16 targets will weaken the synergies (Type I-a), such as with Targets 2.1 and 2.2 on hunger and mal-
nutrition reduction, or mitigated the existing trade-offs (Type I-b) with affected targets, such as some environment-
related targets (Targets 14.4, 15.1, 15.3, and 15.5). Again, the weakened trade-offs with environment targets will be 
temporarily due to the slowdown of relevant activities.

Targets 9.3, which was provided a positive shock from COVID-19, will be accelerated for its development. The 
derived impacts will strengthen the synergies (Type II-a) with affected targets, such as gender parity in access to all 
levels of education (Target 4.5). However, the derived impacts also include intensified trade-offs (Type II-b) with 
affected targets, such as eliminating extreme poverty (Target 1.1) if relevant technology and services are not acces-
sible or affordable to the poor.

Ten targets have shown a regressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 era, including Target 2.2 on malnutrition, Target 
3.8 on healthcare coverage, Target 8.1 on sustained economic growth, Target 9.3 on the development of SMEs, Target 
10.4 on greater equality, and Target 15.5 on loss of biodiversity. These ten targets will be further deteriorating with 
negatively shocks from COVID-19. The derived impacts will intensify the development drag (Type I-c) to affected 
targets, such as improvement in social protection systems (Target 1.3), or intensify coupled deterioration (Type I-d), 
such as with worsened rule of law (Target 16.3).

For the Republic of Korea, major concerns on the derived impacts on SDGs will include relevant targets under 
Goals 3 (health-related targets), 8 (economic growth), 9 (industries and SMEs), 10 (inequalities), and environment-
related targets (Goal 15). The recovery measures aiming to address the impacts from COVID-19 need to take account 
of the derived impacts.

24.4 Implications of COVID-19 measures for achieving the SDGs: A review from an 
SDG interlinkage perspective

The spread of the COVID-19 pandemic and prolonged disruptions in the daily activities and businesses 
has prompted the governments to implement various stimulus measures to sustain and revive the economy, 
to support business communities especially the SMEs, and to provide financial support to individuals. 
These measures vary significantly by countries, depending particularly on the levels of economic develop-
ment and availability of fiscal resources. Most of the Asian countries have typically focused on short-term 
responses to counter the pandemic, to revive the economy and to ensure the urgent needs of the poor and 
vulnerable. COVID-19 measures in only a few Asian countries, such as the Republic of Korea, have paid 
attention to green and sustainable recovery.

24.4.1 COVID-19 measures in selected Asian countries

The COVID-19 measures for Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea were summarised based on a literature review 
and mapped with relevant SDG targets. The mapping is done by the authors with a careful review of the objectives 
of the measures from their wording and then comparing them with the whole set of the SDG targets.

24.4.1.1 Bangladesh

Faced with a severe outbreak of COVID-19 in Bangladesh, the Government has taken various measures including 
lockdown and social distancing, prolonged suspension of business and educational activities and multiple stimulus 
packages and other forms of incentives to support businesses and individuals (see Table 24.5). Most of these meas-
ures are short-term focusing on quick economic recovery and the industry sector. Some measures focus on protecting 
the workers, particularly by providing incentives to the industries to avoid lay-offs. For the poor and vulnerable 
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sectors, the government also introduced several cash benefits and direct transfer schemes. According to ADB (2020a), 
Bangladesh’s packages sum up to a little over US$12 billion (US$74.86 per capita), which is equivalent to 3.74% of 
2019 GDP. With a major focus on livelihood and economic recovery, environmental aspects are largely absent in the 
existing recovery measures.

24.4.1.2 Republic of Korea

With less than twenty thousand COVID-19 cases and 323 deaths until the end of August 2020 (CSSE, 2020), the 
Republic of Korea appears to have managed the pandemic relatively better than most other countries in Asia and 
around the globe. In addition, the government has taken advanced and wide-ranged COVID-19 recovery measures 
covering all the three dimensions of sustainability (Table 24.6). The economic stimulus packages totalled over US$235 
billion (US$4,558 per capita), about 15% of 2019 GDP (ADB, 2020a). A major highlight of the Korean measures is 
the adoption of the Korea New Deal, which offers a vision for a sustainable future. Some major transformations in 
the economy, particularly through green technology, digitalization and green jobs are envisioned.

24.4.2 An SDG interlinkage analysis of the implications of COVID-19 measures

COVID-19 measures will exert short or medium to long-term impacts on achieving the SDGs. To understand the 
implications of COVID-19 measures for SDGs, an SDG interlinkage analysis of the mapped SDG targets were con-
ducted. Potential impacts on SDGs through different types of interlinkages follow the classification provided in 
Table 24.3 and Table 24.4 by replacing the COVID-19-hit targets with the mapped targets for COVID-19 measures. 
COVID-19 measures such as incentives for businesses or benefits for the poor will boost many of the mapped targets 
accelerating their progress. However, certain measures such as tax reduction measures may impact negatively on 
government revenue (Target 17.1) and worsen the existing debt distress (Target 17.4) exerting negative impacts on 
these areas. The prolonged lockdown measures are included as the impacts from COVID-19 in Section 24.3.

TABLE 24.5 Summary of major COVID-19 measures for Bangladesh.

Domain Type of measures Description Mapped SDG targets

Economy-related Economic stimulus 
packages

Stimulus package for exporting industries:

• Working capital loan facilities to the affected industries,  
including SMEs;

9.2, 9.3

• Enhancing the Export Development Fund and pre-shipment 
credit refinance scheme;

17.11

• Agriculture refinance scheme and incentives for farm  
mechanization;

2.3, 2.a

• Low-interest credit facilities for self-employment ventures and 
refinancing scheme for low-income traders and farmers in the 
agricultural sector;

9.3, 2.a

• Promotion of payment services including mobile payment 
options.

9.c, 8.10

Direct/indirect tax 
measures

Lifting of import tax on medical equipment and extension of 
filing/payment of tax returns.

3.3, 3.8, 9.3, 17.11

Society-related Direct benefits Direct cash transfer to selected families. 1.1, 1.3, 2.1, 10.1

Employment/social 
security

• Workers’ layoff prohibition, mandatory salary payment (one 
month);

8.5, 8.8, 1.3

• World Bank’s COVID-19 Emergency Response and Pandemic 
Preparedness Project;

3.3, 3.8, 3.c

• ADB’s assistance to fight the pandemic. 3.c

Healthcare Advance payment from banks for imports of life-saving drugs. 3.8, 3.b

Environment-
related

Tax exemption for private power generation companies. 7.1, 7.2

Miscellaneous Other measures Loan for working capital of the national airlines. 8.5, 11.2

Source: Compiled based on several sources (ADB, 2020a; IISD et al., 2020; IMF, 2020; KPMG, 2020a). The mapping of the measures with SDGs is done by the authors.
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TABLE 24.6 Summary of major COVID-19 measures for the Republic of Korea.

Domain Type of measures Description Mapped SDG Targets

Economy-related Economic Stimulus 
packages

• Korean New Deal focusing on digital economy, green 
technology and social safety nets;

1.3, 8.1, 8.2, 8.4, 9.2, 9.4, 
9.5, 9.c, 13.2,

• Loans/assistance for SMEs; 9.3, 10.5

• Monetary Policies (purchasing local bonds, lowering of 
interest rates and loan facilities for small companies);

17.1, 17.3, 10.5, 17.4

• Equity support through the creation of a stock market 
stabilization fund;

17.3, 10.5

• Key industry stabilization fund (airlines, shipping, shipbuild-
ing, autos, general machinery, electric power, and communica-
tions).

9.2, 17.5

Direct/indirect tax 
measures

• Various tax support for rental business owners, SMEs and for 
overseas’ companies return to Korea;

9.3, 17.1, 17.5

• Temporary relief for value-added tax; 9.3, 17.1

• Consumption tax reduction (temporary) on car purchases by 
individuals;

9.2, 9.3, 9.c, 12.8, 12.c

• Increase (temporary) in income tax deduction rate for credit 
card/other expenses;

9.2, 9.3, 12.8

• Increase (temporary) of the limitation amount for entertain-
ment expenses;

8.9, 9.3

• Various customs measures (delayed duty payment, suspension 
of Customs audits suspension, paperless duty drawback, etc.).

17.11, 17.1, 17.10

Society-related Food, social security Emergency caring support for vulnerable citizens including 
pregnant women;

1.1, 2.1, 3.8, 10.1, 3.1

Employment New job creation (1.9 million jobs expected); 8.5, 8.6

Healthcare • Comprehensive testing and tracking; 3.3, 3.8

• Export ban (temporary) on certain medical items; 3.3, 17.11, 3.8, 17.10

Environment-related Energy-specific Financing for clean energy infrastructure, including for improv-
ing energy infrastructure in industries;

7.2, 7.b

Environment • Korean New Deal: carbon tax, coal phasing out, hydrogen 
strategy, renewable energy investments, and a Regional 
Energy Transition Centre to support workers transition to 
green jobs;

7.2, 8.5, 9.4, 12.c, 13.2

• Green transformation of living infrastructure; 9.1, 9.a, 14.2, 15.1, 15.2, 
15.3, 15.4, 15.5

• Green industry ecosystem; 9.2, 9.4, 12.2

• Energy infrastructure improvement; 7.b

• Energy digitalization; 9.c

• Low-carbon transition; 7.2, 13.2

• Innovative green industry support, including green SMEs; 9.2, 9.4, 12.2

• Smart green cities, including Seoul COVID-19 Relief for build-
ing a Smart Green City in Seoul;

11.3, 11.5, 11.6

• Energy efficient buildings; 11.c

• Seoul COVID19 Relief: Green Job Creation 8.4, 8.5, 8.6

Miscellaneous Other measures • Bailout of Airline Companies; 8.5, 9.2, 13.2

• Bailout of Doosan Heavy Industries & Construction Co. 8.5, 9.2, 13.2

Note: The policy measures have been identified by reviewing several sources: ADB, 2020a; IISD et al., 2020; IMF, 2020; KPMG, 2020b. The mapping of the 
measures with SDGs is done by the authors.
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24.4.2.1 Implications of COVID-19 measures for SDGs in Bangladesh

For Bangladesh, twenty SDG targets were mapped with COVID-19 measures (Table 24.5). The implications of the mapped 
SDG targets for SDGs are presented in a dashboard in Appendix AIII. Among the twenty targets, twelve targets have 
followed a progressive trend in the pre-COVID time, such as poverty eradication (Target 1.1), end hunger (Target 2.1), 
access to basic services (Targets 3.b, 7.1, 8.10, 9.c, etc.), agricultural productivity and extension (Targets 2.3 and 2.a), indus-
trialization (Target 9.2) and increase of exports (Target 17.11). Stimulating the progress in these twelve target areas may 
strengthen the existing synergistic effects (Type II-a) across the SDGs, particularly related to the social dimension, such 
as poverty eradication, end hunger, improvement in health and well-being and access to basic services. However, promo-
tion of these areas may also intensify the existing trade-offs with some SDGs (Type II-b), particularly related to the envi-
ronment, such as loss of biodiversity and ecosystem degradation (Goals 14 and 15).

Among the twenty mapped targets, four targets have shown a regressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 era, includ-
ing social protection system (Targets 1.3), access to healthcare systems (Target 3.8), development of renewable energy 
(Target 7.2) and full and productive employment (Target 8.5). Accelerating the progress in these four target areas 
through COVID-19 measures will help mitigate the existing development drag (Type II-c) or mitigate coupled dete-
rioration (Type II-d), particularly in the social and economic dimensions, such as health targets (Goal 3), gender 
parity in access to education (Target 4.5), access to safe drinking water (Target 6.1), and full and productive employ-
ment (Target 8.5).

24.4.2.2 Implications of COVID-19 measures for SDGs in the Republic of Korea

For the Republic of Korea, forty-three SDG targets were mapped with COVID-19 measures (Table 24.6). The impli-
cations of the mapped SDG targets for SDGs are presented in Appendix AIV. Among these forty-three targets, 
sixteen target areas have been developed with a progressive trend in the pre-COVID-19 period, including improve-
ment in social protection system (Target 1.3), promotion of renewable energy (Target 7.2), resource efficiency 
enhancement (Targets 8.4 and 12.2), full and productive employment (Target 8.5), industrial development and 
upgrading (Targets 9.2, 9.4, 9.5, 9.c), building sound financial systems (Targets 10.5, 17.1) and expanding exports 
(Target 11.1), etc. Stimulating further progress in these areas through COVID-19 measures will strengthen the syn-
ergistic effects across the SDGs (Type II-a), particularly among themselves and with the targets related to upgrading 
productive sectors (agriculture and industry), health and well-being (Goal 3) and access to basic services (education, 
water and sanitation, etc.). However, promotion the sixteen target areas will also intensify the existing trade-offs 
(Type II-b), such as between the promotion of renewable energy (Target 7.2) and economic growth (Targets 8.1 and 
8.2).

Nine mapped target areas have been deteriorated in the past two decades, including healthcare coverage (Target 
3.8), economic growth (Targets 8.1 and 8.2), development of SMEs (Target 9.3), and ecological degradation (Targets 
15.1, 15.3 and 15.5). Some specific COVID-19 measures aiming to stimulate the progress in these areas may help 
relax the persistence of development drags (Type II-c) or mitigate coupled deterioration (Type II-d linkages), par-
ticularly related to health and well-being (Goal 3), development and upgrading of productive sectors (agriculture, 
industry, etc.).

Some of Korea’s COVID-19 measures such as tax reduction may impact negatively on government revenue 
(Target 17.1) and fiscal stability (Target 17.4). Having maintained stability in the past two decades, substantial reduc-
tion in government revenue stimulated by the COVID-19 measures can weaken the existing synergies (Type I-a) 
with relevant SDG targets, particularly related to public investment (such as Target 2.a on rural infrastructure), 
financial stability (Target 10.5), macroeconomic stability (Target 17.13) and assistance to developing countries 
(Targets 10.6 and 17.2), etc.

APPENDIX AIII Dashboard on the impacts of COVID-19 measures on achieving SDGs in Bangladesh.



5. Sustainable development goals and environmental justice

 24.5 Discussion 285

24.5 Discussion

In this section, two critical issues around the effectiveness of COVID-19 recovery in addressing the impacts on SDGs 
and its implications for building long-term resilience and sustainability will be discussed. Furthermore, how to 
understand the SDG interlinkage analysis and its results, as well as the limitations of the existing method will be 
discussed.

24.5.1 Effectiveness of COVID-19 measures in addressing the impacts on SDGs

The pandemic and associated social and economic crises have widely impacted on achieving the SDGs. For building 
back better, it is expected that COVID-19 recovery can play an important role to curb the retreating and serve as an 
impetus to SDG acceleration. For Bangladesh, by comparing COVID-19 measures with the COVID-19-hit targets, it 
can be found that the COVID-19 measures were designed mainly to address the urgent needs for supporting the 
livelihoods of vulnerable people and the operations of SMEs. Some COVID-19-hit areas such as access to basic 
services which require medium to long-term investment to improve are not included reflecting the country’s limita-
tion in financial capacity.

Many COVID-19 measures, such as promoting poverty eradication, agricultural productivity improvement and 
transportation, etc. will strengthen the synergies across the SDGs contributing to SDG acceleration. However, they 
may also intensify the existing trade-offs. Managing the trade-offs is an integral part of COVID-19 measures. For 
Bangladesh, many trade-offs related to the environment (such as industrial pollution and degradation in ecosystems 
and their services), were out of the existing measures. Leaving these regressive areas unaddressed as trade-offs will 
in turn drag the progress in achieving the 2030 targets.

For the Republic of Korea, it can be found that the COVID-19 measures cover most of the COVID-19-hit areas, 
imply that the COVID-19 measures may possibly curb SDG retreating and push back to the original track. Promo-
tion of social protection system, ensuring full and productive employment and enhancing industrial development, 
etc. will strengthen many synergies across the SDGs and help SDG acceleration. For managing the trade-offs, many 
of the trade-off areas have been included. However, some of the trade-offs such as access to quality primary and 
secondary education and achieving greater equalities were out of the existing COVID-19 measures and need to be 
paid special attention.

One feature of the recovery package in the Republic of Korea is that it covers additional environmental target 
areas which are beyond the scope of the impacts from COVID-19. These include renewable energy, climate mitiga-
tion and using economic and market mechanisms, conservation of marine and ocean ecosystems, and broader areas 
of terrestrial ecosystems conservation. An environmental-sound recovery will benefit the well-being of both human 
and the environment in the long-run.

24.5.2 Implications for building long-term resilience and sustainability

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the international communities as well as many countries highly recognised 
the vulnerability of individuals, communities, societies, and many global systems such as the global value chains 

APPENDIX AIV Dashboard on the impacts of COVID-19 measures on achieving SDGs in the Republic of Korea.
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exposed from the crisis. There is a growing call that the recovery from COVID-19 should aim at building back better 
with enhanced resilience and sustainability to prevent or mitigate similar crises that may happen in the future. Using 
the lens of resilience and sustainability to review the recovery measures is therefore indispensable.

The interlinkage analysis of the impacts of COVID-19 and its recovery for Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea 
intuitively demonstrates the significance of resilience building. For example, the poor and marginalised people in 
both countries appear to be vulnerable to the crisis. In Bangladesh, the poor were directly hit and will be affected 
extensively through derived impacts such as from health damage, disrupted agricultural production and associated 
food insecurity, dropping out of school education, interrupted provision of basic services, or losing incomes due to 
the closures of SMEs. Lagged-behind social protection system in Bangladesh exacerbate the compounding effects 
on poverty. In the Republic of Korea, the existing regressive trend in poverty elimination will be worsened due to 
the hit by COVID-19 and through derived impacts, such as from damaged healthcare system, interrupted primary 
and secondary education, and contracted economic growth.

The lessons from the COVID-19 crisis suggest that governmental plans and recovery policies should take account 
of resilience building as an integral part from a preventive perspective to enhance the preparedness for future crises, 
such as those induced by climate change. The Korean New Deal appears to provide a broader and longer-term 
framework that takes into consideration several aspects of resilience building, particularly on building environmen-
tal resilience.

24.5.3 Understanding SDG interlinkages and limitations of SDG interlinkage analysis

It is worth mentioning some of the caveats of the analysis in this chapter and charting out some future research 
agenda. First, the SDG interlinkage analysis is based on the historical data which limits its capacity to assess the 
actual acute changes driven by the COVID-19 crisis. Latest data including the COVID-19 time period may be needed 
in the future study to reflect the actual effects from the shocks. Second, the analysis is based on the IGES’ SDG 
Interlinkages Tool, which provides a generic mapping of the linkages among relevant SDG targets and does not 
include country-specific situations. Consultations with relevant stakeholders in the covered countries may help 
provide special insights on the country’s context to build a customised SDG interlinkage model for individual 
countries. Third, the compilation of the COVID-19 measures have been selective and may not reflect all the newest 
and planned ones. Furthermore, listing up of the measures and associated mapping with the SDGs may have gen-
eralised some of the unique aspects and thus may not capture all the aspects of a given measure. A closer look into 
each of the measures, including the details of the contents, may be necessary to make the mapping more accurate 
and useful.

24.6 Conclusion

Five years after the SDGs were adopted and just when the United Nations called for realising the Decade of Action, 
the COVID-19 pandemic halted the progress of the SDGs and even reversed some of the achievements that the 
world made over years. With most countries struggling to overcome the pandemic and revive the economy, losing 
the focus on the SDGs is not an unlikely thing. This chapter attempts to provide a methodology to understand how 
the COVID-19 crisis, as well as the measures addressing the crisis, will affect the progress of the SDGs in selected 
Asian countries and to know what can be done to ensure that COVID-19 measures support accelerating the imple-
mentation and achievement of the SDGs and building resilience and sustainability in the long run.

Through literature review and using the SDG Interlinkages Tool, a methodology on analyzing the impacts from 
COVID-19 and its recovery on SDG was proposed from an interlinkage perspective. The proposed methodology 
was then used for an empirical analysis for two selected Asian countries, Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea. 
The two countries are different in their pre-existing levels of economic development, fiscal capacity and other social 
and economic conditions which in turn determine their varied impacts from COVID-19 and associated 
countermeasures.

The SDG interlinkage analysis provides a wider picture about the impacts of COVID-19 including the derived 
impacts from COVID-19-hit targets and the implications of COVID-19 measures for SDGs through the complex web 
of interactions among the SDGs. By identifying and analyzing the synergies and trade-offs of the COVID-19 meas-
ures, this study provided relevant knowledge and methodology to support an integrated planning for COVID-19 
measures which can be used not only in the two selected countries but also in other countries.
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