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EUROPE AND CENTRAL ASIA – TRANSBOUNDARY AND SUB-REGIONAL ISSUES 
 

Introduction 

During the Regional UN System Meeting (the joint meeting of the Regional UNSDG Team for Europe and 
Central Asia (ECA R-UNSDG) and the Regional Coordination Mechanism (RCM)), held in Geneva on 15-16 
November 2018, Regional Directors had a discussion with three UN Resident Coordinators, namely 
Helena Fraser RC in Uzbekistan, Dafina Gercheva RC in Moldova, and Sezin Sinanoglu RC in BiH, 
representing three sub-regions, namely:  

• Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan),  

• South Caucasus and Western CIS (Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, with 
the presentation focusing on the CIS), and  

• the Western Balkans and Turkey (Albania, BiH, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, FYROM, and 
Turkey). 

 
The focus of the discussion was on transboundary and sub-regional issues, more specifically on issues 
that (i) have priority importance for the SDG implementation in the sub-region, (ii) are of transboundary 
nature, and (iii) have the potential to be addressed through multi-agency engagement.  
 
The following are the key points made during the presentations by the three RCs. This note will be used 
as a background for the decision of the Regional Directors on next steps. 
 
Central Asia 

Context 

• Challenging neighborhood  

• Young population, high migration, radicalization concerns and drug/human trafficking, weak 
health and education systems 

• Minimal civic space, poor human rights record, pervasive corruption, challenges with cultural 
heritage 

• Landlocked underdeveloped connectivity and undiversified economies 

• Unsustainable use of natural resources (especially oil, gas, water, land) and climate/ natural 
hazards 

 
Opportunities 

• Uzbekistan’s reforms and ‘reset’ of Central Asian relations, including Afghanistan 

• Youth: potential demographic dividend and SDG change agents 

• Sub-regional initiatives on peace and security, human rights and SDGs increasing 

• UN is a valued partner; openness to capacity-transfer, innovation and best practice 

• UNDAF roll-out in 4 CA countries; MAPS missions in all 5 Central Asian countries 

• A number of donors, like EU, Japan, USAID are also starting to look at the sub-regional work  
 
Ongoing initiatives 

• UN GA resolution 72/283 on CA cooperation for peace, security & sustainable development 

• UN Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia (UN ESCAP & UNECE) 

• Climate change curriculums in schools and strengthening community resilience (UNICEF) 

• Sub-regional conference on measuring SDG progress / SDG monitoring systems (UNICEF) 

• Sub-regional programme on Preventing Violent Extremism (UNDP with UNODC) 

• Central Asian Sub-regional Initiative on National Human Rights Institutions (OHCHR & UNDP) 
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• Almaty Process on refugees, migration and statelessness (UNHCR & IOM) 

• Cross-border cooperation among border services, customs, ministries of interior (UNODC) 

• Asset Recovery Network for West and Central Asia (UNODC) 

• Judicial, prosecutors and attorneys’ network for Central Asia and South Caucasus (UNODC) 

• Central Asia Regional Information Network on Health (WHO) 

• Cross-border peacebuilding programme (UN PBF with UNCTs) 

• Spotlight proposal on Violence against women & girls (UN Women, UNFPA, UNDP, UNODC) 

• Silk Roads Heritage Properties in Central Asia (UNESCO) 

• Aid4Trade (UNDP). 
 
Focus areas 

• Youth 2030 roll-out in Central Asia: sub-regional roll-out of Global Youth Strategy, especially: 
o engagement, participation and advocacy through youth engagement in all CCAs/UNDAFs, 

youth-youth dialogues, volunteerism and civic engagement 
o economic empowerment, decent work and good health through specific focus on upskilling 

youth not in education, employment or training, quality and relevance of professional/ 
technical education, promoting healthy and safe behavior, and supporting young outgoing 
and returning migrants (Global Compact) 

o human rights and gender equality, through specific gender strategy, and human rights angle 
(possibly building on Uzbekistan’s suggestions in this area, with Central Asia focus) 
 

• Green SDGs, and more specifically: 
o Map existing initiatives and opportunities for sub-regional cooperation (c.f. IFAS, Aral Sea, 

and UN RCCA work) 
o Promote sub-regional knowledge exchange and additional joint initiatives on climate 

change, mitigation/ adaptation, biodiversity conservation, energy efficiency, green data 
o Promote network of Central Asia “sustainable cities” in partnership with mayors 
o Catalyze private sector partners for a greener Central Asia 
o Engage with national partners, employers and trade unions in designing and implementing 

green jobs initiatives aiming at maximizing decent work opportunities and supporting a just 
transition to sustainability 

 

• Connectivity and Peer Exchange Platforms, and more specifically: 
o Map existing platforms (including partner-led platforms) and lessons 
o Based on recent MAPS missions and dialogue among UNCTs, R-UNSDG and UN RCCA, 

identify and launch or refine a limited set of new peer exchange platforms geared to 
accelerating Agenda 2030, with focus on fostering people-to-people contacts, supporting 
connectivity incl. trade 

o Explore options for civil society and private sector sub-regional cooperation on SDGs 
o Ensure explicit women peer support platform 
o In line with Central Asian priorities, include Afghanistan whenever possible 

 

• Quality Open Data for SDGs, and more specifically: 
o Develop a sub-regional, multi-partner quality data initiative on strengthening national 

statistical capacities for SDGs, by building on recent UNECE, MAPS and IFI recommendations 
on data, with key role for IBC-Data, and in partnership with IFIs and RECs 
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o Launch sub-regional network on monitoring of SDG targets and indicators as a technical 
peer support/ mentor group, with sharing of tools and experiences 

o Initiate consultations for a periodic sub-regional SDG report based on common indicators 
and selected theme(s), linked to sub-regional SDG annual conference = possible initial focus 
area is environmental data and improving measurability of SDGs 

o Ensure an explicit gender component (IBC-Data, possibly with ADB support). 
 

South Caucasus and Western CIS 

Context (with the focus on Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine; more needs to be added on Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia) 

• Former Soviet Republics with transition economies  

• Middle-Income Countries, with high human development 

• Growth increasing but: volatility and shocks (conflict, climate-induced natural hazards, currency 
volatility); high energy dependency, high level of informal economy and unemployment; 
persistent poverty, social exclusion, and rising inequalities; fundamental changes – technologies, 
migration, demographics, etc. – leaving many behind 

 
Opportunities 

• MAPS missions concluded with clear recommendations 

• Voluntary National Reviews: Belarus 2017, Moldova none, Ukraine none but national SDG 

baseline report produced in 2017 

• Possible SDG acceleration platforms (potential for cross-regional implementation):  

o Governance – Moldova and Ukraine;  
o Green, inclusive growth – Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine;  
o Youth – Belarus, Ukraine;  
o Investment in human, social capital – Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine;  
o Gender – Belarus, Ukraine. 

 
Ongoing initiatives 

• Transboundary cooperation and integrated water management in the Dniester River Basin: 

2017-2020 Moldova and Ukraine, GEF $1.95 million with UNDP, UNEP, UNECE, OSCE 

implementing 

• Joint management of surface and groundwater in the Bug and Neman river basins (Baltic Sea 

region): Belarus and Ukraine, GEF funding with UNDP and UNESCO implementing 

• ClimaEast: 2012-2016 

• EU4Climate: 2019-2022 

• EUBAM: Moldova and Ukraine 

• Integrated Border Management on the Belarus-Ukraine border 

• Palanca BCP on the Moldova-Ukraine border 

Focus areas 

• Environmental Governance and Integrated Management of Natural Resources, and more 
specifically: 
o Transboundary water governance 
o Sustainability of freshwater ecosystem 
o Balancing competing water uses 
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• Climate Change/ Resilience, and more specifically: 
o Climate-related policies 
o Low emissions and resilient development 
o Renewables 
o Energy efficiency 

 

• Sustainable Livelihoods, through integrated border management, connectivity, and “trade and 
transit” and more specifically: 
o Peace and security 
o Confidence building/ people-to-people contacts/ cohesion 
o Migration 
o Trade and tourism 
o Connectivity 
o Area based development 

 
Western Balkans & Turkey 

Context (more needs to be added on Turkey) 

• Common history and common aspirations for the future – the discussion today is centered 
around the common goal of acceding to the EU  

• The six countries are quite small, with relatively small populations and economies  

• Political complexities stemming from conflicts and ethnic divisions continue to undermine 
Western Balkan countries’ ability to form a stronger and influential block – especially in their 
positioning vis a vis the EU  

 
Opportunities 

• The UN providing a sub-regional and impartial platform allowing the countries to explore ideas 
and solutions for common development challenges among themselves 

 
Ongoing initiatives 

• Home grown by the countries themselves or supported by other actors such as the EU, there are 
already several regional initiatives that are influencing the development agenda of the sub-
region. Examples include:  
o RCC – Regional Cooperation Council  
o RYCO – Regional Youth Cooperation Office  
o RECOM – Regional Commission tasked with establishing the facts about all victims of war 

crimes and other serious Human Rights violations committed on the territory of the Former 
Yugoslavia  

o the Berlin process and others.  
Most of those initiatives are either ignorant of the SDGs or far from embracing them. 

• UNDP’s Regional War Crimes project works under the radar in bringing together Chief 
Prosecutors from 4 countries in the region to exchange crucial evidence, strategies and ideas on 
how to bring the many war criminals to justice 

• Regional Dialogue for the Future (R-DFF) project: funded by the Peace Building Fund, brings 
together 3 agencies (UNDP, UNESCO and UNICEF) in 4 countries 

• Disaster Preparedness and Prevention Initiative (DPPI) launched in 2000 and supported by EU 
covering 10 countries in the SEE region 
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• In BiH, a Joint UN Programme on DRR, bringing together 5 UN agencies (FAO, UNDP, UNESCO, 
UNFPA and UNICEF) and cost-shared by the Swiss Government and the UN ($5 million), can 
become the starting point for a larger multi-agency UN initiative on DRR in the sub-region  

• A multi-agency initiative set up in BiH and called UN AIR can be scaled up across the region to 
respond to the crisis of air pollution. UNAIR brings together UNEP, UNICEF, WHO and UNDP to 
raise awareness and spearhead multisectoral discussions on the topic.  

• ILO, UNDP and the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC) joint work on a sub-regional Employment 

and Social Affairs Platform, with the focus on improving the policy dialogue related to labour 

market institutions, labour mobility, working conditions and social dialogue at the sub-regional 

level.  

 
Focus areas 

• Reconciliation, Trust Building and Social Cohesion building on R-DFF – a multi-country multi-
agency project, addressing a key challenge that prevents the achievement of the SDGs in the 
Western Balkans –social cohesion, trust building and conflict prevention 
 

• Climate Change and Disaster Risk Reduction, and more specifically: 
o Climate Change – the 2014 floods, which devastated the Western Balkans, affected 2,85 

million people and resulted in $4.6 billion in economic lose. They demonstrated very clearly 
that the region is hugely vulnerable to climate change and natural hazards. The 2016 
Western Balkans Human Development Report, put together as a collaborative effort among 
6 Country Offices in the sub-region, has determined that climate change is likely to produce 
more frequent, unpredictable and intense disasters as well as new patterns of risks including 
drought and fires that we see every year across the region. 

o Disaster Risk Reduction – build on existing sub-regional initiatives that allow for multi-
country information and capacity sharing, as well as consider new programmatic angles in 1) 
emergency preparedness and sub-regional cooperation; 2) the refugee/migrant crisis that 
has hit the Western Balkans very badly 

o Air pollution – raised by all RCs as a silent crisis in the sub-region. Due mainly to thermal 
heating plants but also to inefficient energy consumption and emissions from 
transportation, people’s lives are at serious risk. Based on 2012 data, in BiH, annually there 
are around 3,500 deaths by air pollution and air pollution exceeds WHO safe levels by 4.2 
times. 

 

• Population Dynamics – shrinking and ageing population in the Western Balkans, stemming 
partly from lower fertility rates, party from gains in longevity and partly from out-migration. The 
total population for the five Western Balkans countries numbered 18 million in 2015. Based on 
an EU study released this year, and if average migration rates continue in the long-run, the 
region would lose an average of 31% of its population by 2060. Figures are especially alarming 
when you look at BiH, which is projected to lose around 50% by that time. This poses obvious 
challenges on the sustainability of pension, social security and health care systems but also has 
the less obvious impact of reducing the size of the domestic market as well as effecting 
competitiveness and productivity of the economy due to brain-drain and more.  
o The challenge requires multi-agency and multi-sectoral responses which should preferably 

start with a robust analysis of the population dynamics in the region.  
o UNFPA is launching such a study in BiH – similar work can be done across the region to look 

at what the UN can do, especially in its work with the youth.  
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o In selected Western Balkan countries, the ILO is planning to undertake analytical work 
addressing structural labour shortages in key economic sectors resulting from brain drain 
and migration drivers.   

 

• Economic Growth – is much lower than the rates needed to create the market economies that 
will bring the countries to the levels required for EU accession. The economies are small, 
unproductive, uncompetitive and suffer from all sorts of impediments to growth. A 2017 EBRD 
study argues that full convergence of the WB countries with EU living standards will range from 
40 years in an optimistic scenario to more than 200 years in a pessimistic scenario. Member 
states in the RCC and the Berlin process identified “connectivity” as a key element for change in 
the region, with a key programme under the RCC being on regional tourism.  
o Bring a “human face” to the discussion on connectivity  
o Help the countries build alliances to have better bargaining capacity and use each other’s 

comparative advantage vis a vis the rest of the world  
o Help ensure that education matches the needs of the economy and the labor markets of the 

future    
o Help countries invest in green, technologically competitive and inclusive economies that will 

help the region leapfrog economic growth  
o Support regional competitiveness.  

 
Recommendations for the regional UN system 

• Support cross-border cooperation within the framework of UNDAFs 

• Initiate proactive joint sub-regional analyses, programming, and partnership building 

• Promote knowledge sharing and leverage the power of innovation  

• Ensure consultation with all RCs on focus areas 

• For each sub-region, undertake a mapping of existing sub-regional programmes and platforms 
with lessons learnt extracted  

• Work with the sub-regions on policy papers around agreed focus (can potentially be used as 
resource mobilization tools)  

• Confirm sub-regional UNDS retreats (RCs, RECs, IBCs, plus UN RCCA and OHCHR) and key partner 
consultations 

• Fold agreed priorities into CCA/UNDAF roll-out, Common Chapter, R-IBC planning  

• Include a standard paragraph/section in the new UNDAFs that open doors for sub-regional 
programming  

• Ensure R-UNSDG and R-IFIs consultation to align comparative advantage behind sub-regional 
SDG acceleration (& SDG impact investment initiative?) 

• Prepare dedicated sub-regional donor / partner outreach plan & communications plan 

• Where feasible, seek aligning and anchoring sub-regional programmes with the existing inter-
governmental mechanisms and structures in the respective sub-regions with the view of 
strengthening national ownership and sustainability 

• Ensure clarity on how the R-UNSDG will be supporting those areas, including division of roles 
and responsibilities.  

 
Next steps 

• Share the note and the feedback from the Regional Directors with all UN Resident Coordinators. 

• Prioritize the areas to focus on.  
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• Task respective IBCs or new task teams (if required) to unpack the agreed focus areas into key 
priority issues to address through programming. 

• Develop sub-regional analytical notes/ policy papers for the agreed priority issues. 

• Agree on one (or a limited number of) common objective per sub-region for (i) integration in 
new or existing UNDAFs, (ii) agreement on metrics for the measurement of joint impact at the 
sub-regional or regional levels, (iii) advocacy and initiation of new joint partnerships, and (iv) 
possible resource mobilization. 

• Organize facilitated sub-regional retreats/ meetings around the priority issues. 


