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There is an
urgent need

to strengthen
up-to-date and
periodic data
generation. It
will be hard

to allocate
resources,
prioritize,
design evidence-
based policies,
and establish
partnerships
without reliable
data analytics.
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The Turag River

is shrinking and
gradually diminishing
due to illegal sand
mining activities.
Photo taken from Amin
Bazar Point.
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Let’s start with the big picture:
How is the world doing with the
SDGs?

As we reach the halfway

point since the Agenda
2030 and its Sustainable
Development  Goals  (SDGs)

were unanimously adopted in
2015 by 193 countries at the UN
General Assembly, sadly, only
15 percent of the targets are on
track, and many, according to
the UN Secretary-General, are
going in reverse. If that is the
status worldwide, the situation
for the Asia-Pacific region
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is similarly concerning. The
2023 SDG Progress Report by
the UN Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the
Pacific (UN ESCAP) reveals that
the region has achieved only
14 percent progress towards
the goals, and at the current
pace, it would take another 42
years to achieve the SDGs in the
region.

From some perspectives, the
SDG progress in Bangladesh is
not that grim. The UN ESCAP
SDG Gateway highlights that
the country has demonstrated
notable performance in 31
percent of all 248 indicators. A
much better-performing rate,
if compared to the averages
in the region and the world.
Furthermore, Bangladesh
is mentioned as one of the
countries  making  better
progress than the regional
average on SDG 7 on Affordable
and Clean Energy, and SDG 4 on
Quality of Education. However,
there is still much to do, as 11
percent of the indicators are
stagnant, 14 percent of them
are regressing, and there is
insufficient data to assess
progress on the remaining 44
percent.

A HALFWAY BALANCE FOR
BANGLADESH: THE GOOD,
THE BAD AND THE MISSING
It could be the case that the
UN ESCAP database is not
up-to-date, or that not all
indicators are reported in line
with official sources. Therefore,
it is important to verify the
official reporting mechanism
established by the government.
The most important official
reporting mechanism is the
Voluntary National Review
(VNR), where countries present
at the High-Level Political
Forum organized every vyear
at the UN Headquarters in
New York. Bangladesh has so
far presented two VNRs, the
first in 2017 and the second in
2020, and is already on the list
of countries to present a VNR
in 2025 - demonstrating its
firm commitment to the SDG

agenda.

In the most recent VNR,
Bangladesh highlighted
progress in  several  key

arecas. This included notable
reductions in poverty (SDG 1)
and hunger (SDG 2), a decline in
neonatal and under-5 mortality
rates (SDG 3), achieving
gender parity in primary and
secondary  education (SDG
4), and expanding access to
electricity at 96 percent (SDG 7).
In addition, there has been an
increase in the annual growth
rate of real GDP per employed
person (SDG 8), a rise in the
share of GDP of manufacturing
(SDG 9), and an increase in
budget allocations for social

protection (SDG 10).
Additionally, Bangladesh
has wundertaken a number
of initiatives to advance
the SDGs. These include

the SDG Action Plan, the
launch of the SDG Tracker
webpage, the development of
an SDG Financing Strategy,
a collaboration framework
between the Government
and UN agencies, the
adoption of 39+1 priority
targets for localizing the
SDGs, the establishment of
two committees for data
coordination and subnational
implementation, and the
integration of SDGs into
the school curriculum and
official training programs for
government officials.

However, it is hard to assess
progress on the SDGs based
on the official reporting
mechanisms. For example, the

of the 39 targets adopted as
national priorities are off track,
namely: increase in female
labor participation rate to 50
percent, increase in annual GDP
growth to 10 percent, reduction
of an unemployment rate
below 3 percent, and increase
in the share of manufacturing
employment to 25 percent.
Moreover, for 27 of the 39
priority targets, 69 percent of
them, it is not possible to assess
progress,asthereisnodatafor 15
of these targets, or the available
data is only for the baseline
year for 12 targets. Essentially,
all environmental targets fall
here. Other than target 32,
which refers to the reduction of
deaths due to natural disasters,
and is on track, all other
environment-related  targets
such as protected natural areas,
forests, waste management, and
even water, sanitation, or public
transportation, have no data or
only the baseline is available.

TIME TO DO MORE, BUT
MOSTLY IT IS TIME TO DO
BETTER

While there is still time to get
back on track on a number
of targets, it is clear that
Bangladesh needs to double
down its efforts on a number

allocate resources, prioritize,
design evidence-based policies,
and establish  partnerships
without reliable data analytics.

It will also be important to
think strategically about what
targets should be prioritized. As
itisa colossal task to achieve the
SDGs, or even achieve as many
goals and targets as possible in
the remaining time, focusing
on those targets that have a
multiplier effect, considering
the interlinkages between
them, will be instrumental.

The United Nations
Development Programme’s
(UNDP’s) Integrated SDG Insights
Report  produced in 2023
provides insights on this for more
than 90 countries, including
Bangladesh. Leveraging Artificial
Intelligence,  these  reports
consider  national priorities
and local contexts, alongside
empirical evidence from around
the world to establish synergies
and trade-offs between various
targets. The Insights Reports
help to identify the potential
targets to be used as departure
points for policy pathways. In the
case of Bangladesh, the report
identified the following four SDG

argets:

Target 1.1: Eradicate extreme
poverty

Target  8.1:  Sustainable
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inequalities
Building

achievements

the
already made
on poverty reduction and
successful  public  programs
like the “Skills for Employment
Investment Programme” and
the “Employment Generation
Programme for the Poorest,”
the report recommends
further investment in income-
generation activities of the
poor, as well as tackling
multidimensional deprivations
and  vulnerabilities.  These
investments  could  create
positive synergies and
multiplier effects on other
SDGs, including those related
to health, water and sanitation,
productivity through
education, entrepreneurship,
and overall economic growth.
Concurrently, it is important
to consider potential trade-
offs and mitigation measures,
as these interventions can
strain water resources increase
pressure on water conservation,
and degrade natural habitats
and biodiversity. Thus,
according to the Integrated SDG
Insights Report for Bangladesh,
poverty-eradication policies
should also promote responsible
use of natural resources and
develop  biodiversity-resilient
sustainable urbanization.

on

SDG Tracker webpage reports
progress in only 8 out of the
39 targets adopted as national
priorities. On the other hand, 4

of fronts. To start with, there is
an urgent need to strengthen
up-to-date and periodic data
generation. It will be hard to

economic growth
Target 8.5: Full employment
and decent work with equal pay
Target 10.1: Reduce income

Economic growth in
Bangladesh has improved a
number of socioeconomic
indicators and contributed to
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macroeconomic  stability in
general. Maintaining this pace
will help to further achieve
goals like poverty eradication,
better health outcomes, energy
efliciency, infrastructure, and
technological innovation.
However, the trade-offs
of economic growth include
pollution-related deaths and
illnesses due to hazardous
chemicals and  byproducts,
and environmental damage to
air, water and soil, and water
ecosystems, gravely impacting
SDGs. It is, therefore, crucial to
count on policies emphasizing
green growth, circular economy,
climate resilience, and disaster
loss recovery, as well as
sustainable housing, among the
economic growth measures.

THE NEXT BIG LIFT: FROM

COMMITMENTS TO ACTIONS
There is no doubt of
Bangladesh’s commitment
to Agenda 2030 and the
SDGs. This was reinforced
during the SDG Summit
held in September 2023 with
national commitments to SDG
transformation in 1) social
protection and jobs, 2) essential
services and  (ransforming
education, 3) energy for all
and shift to renewables, 4)
securing food, water, and
sanitation systems, 5) digital
transformation, 6) protecting
biodiversity and nature, 7)
gender equality, and 8) disaster
risk reduction. The country also
committed to improving the
institutional arrangements for a)
data ecosystems for monitoring
and reporting, b) public sector
capabilities for implementation,
¢) financing needs and
mechanisms, and d) awareness
raising and localization plans.

The level of ambition of these
SDG commitments aligns with
the goals to reach Upper Middle-
Income country (UMIC) status
by 2031 and developed country
status by 2041. However, key
intermediate milestones include
a smooth transition from Least
Developed Country (LDC) status,
set for November 2026, with
multiple concessions and other
preferential treatments phasing
out.

To successfully achieve LDC
graduation by 2026, the SDGs
by 2030, and UMIC status by
2031, Bangladesh will have to
move from commitments to
accelerated actions, policies and
interventions, and financing,
alongside the necessary
reforms. There is no time to
waste. Business as usual will
not produce the much-needed
results to meet these ambitions.

The government that
formed following the January
7 elections, has a renewed
opportunity to reshape and
refine the development course
of Bangladesh. A few days before
the election, Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina expressed a
desire to correct past mistakes.
Bangladesh and its partners
should therefore, press ahead
with new impetus to accelerate
reforms that will help the
country achieve Agenda 2030
and the SDGs, ensuring progress
and prosperity for all.

The SDGs have the potential
to be the means and the
motivation. As the UN Secretary-
General  Antonio  Guterres
emphasized, “The SDGs, aren’t
just a list of goals. They carry
the hopes, dreams, rights, and
expectations  of  people-—--
everywhere.” The United Nations

Development Programme,
together with Bangladesh’s
multilateral ~ partners  and

bilateral, is ready to support
Bangladesh for its next big lift.



