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From the Mountains to the Sea, UNDP Offers 
Simple Solutions to Help Communities Keep 
Governments ‘On Their Toes’
To combat a key problem faced by remote Maldivian island communities, a big 
idea is beginning to connect community members to their municipal councils for 
better delivery of public services. Drawing inspiration from the United Kingdom’s 
award-winning Fix My Street initiative, UNDP Maldives leveraged the high levels of 
mobile technology penetration in Maldives to create Make My Island in concert with 
Fixmystreet.com, which developed the technical solution for free. 

It’s simple: Community members use either their mobile phones or log on to a website 
to report or discuss their complaints, whether it’s a broken street light or uncollected 
waste. The relevant island council has a short time in which to resolve the complaint, 
which also is tracked on the website. While the Maldivian prototype has focused 
on municipal issues at first, communities have already shared further challenges 
they would like to tackle. Recently, the prototype has gone live, with local council 
representatives and community members both actively participating in the testing 
phase. 

Meanwhile, Bhutan’s remote, mountainous terrain and low road connectivity pose 
challenges for parliamentarians wishing to communicate frequently with their 
constituents; for many parliamentarians, it may take more than a week to visit 
constituents in more remote areas. These limitations mean that representation by 
parliamentarians, as well as the ability of citizens to hold officials to account between 
elections, can be compromised; local community groups have noted the difficulty 
of having their “voice” heard at the national level. Likewise, some parliamentarians 
have expressed frustration at the situation, and hoped that there could be a better 
education of parliamentary functions and responsibilities. 

To address this combination of challenges, UNDP Bhutan conceived of the idea of a 
“Virtual Zomdu” (virtual parliament) that brings the communities face to face with 
their parliamentarians, albeit virtually, to help connect Government and constituents. 
The idea was prototyped, and the Speaker of the National Assembly was the first 
parliamentarian to field-test it; Bhutan’s largest newspaper, Kuensel, quoted the 
Speaker as saying that the effort would be important for improving governance and 
“keep[ing] them on their toes.” 

The success of the prototype testing lends itself well to Bhutan, which embraced 
a constitutional democratic system only in 2008. Further developing practices and 
methods for interaction, consultation and representation is critical at this early phase 
of Bhutan’s parliamentary development, and the lawmakers’ enthusiasm for the 
innovation presents an important possibility for nationwide adoption.

In 2014, UNDP Bhutan, together with government partners, developed a Virtual Zomdu based on video conferencing technology, to connect 
parliamentarians and citizens across the mountainous terrains of the country. Credit: UNDP Bhutan
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C H A P T E R  2

TRANSFORMATIVE
CHANGE

In 2013, UNDP delivered US$1.15 billion in programmes 
to address these development challenges (Figure 5), with 
88% of UNDP expenditures in the region taking place in 
low-income countries (LICs) (Figure 6). In Afghanistan 
alone, US$770 million was spent, accounting for 67% of 
these expenditure. 

The development challenges facing the region have 
translated into three thematic priorities for UNDP in 
2013-2014. One focus of UNDP’s work has been inclusive 
development pathways and comprised 16% of total 
expenditures. This has been done through programmes 
that increase productive capacities and create livelihood 
and job opportunities for the poor and excluded. 

A second focus has been inclusive and effective 
governance, and has sought to promote citizens’ voice 
and stronger accountability in governance systems as 

At Same Market, in the rural district of Manufahi, crowds gather to see a theatre performance by NGO Ba 
Futuru. The activity is part of UNDP’s Justice System Programme micro-grant funding, which supports Timor-
Leste’s national NGOs in implementing access to justice and prevention of Gender Based Violence (GBV) 
projects. From July to September 2014, 3,540 people attended these theatre performances, and evaluation has 
shown increased awareness related to the issue. Before the performance, 68% said that they knew about the 
Law Against Domestic Violence, and 6% could explain it, whereas after the performance 100% said they knew 
about it, while 76% could explain it. Before the performance, 22% could list somewhere that they would go to 
receive assistance for GBV, whereas afterwards, 83% could list at least two places to go for help. Photo credits: 
Bernardino Soares, UNDP-Timor-Leste
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well as stronger capacities to 
deliver universal access to basic 
services. This also has included 
the promotion of gender equality 
and women’s participation in 
governance institutions, and in 
total comprised at least 68% of 
expenditures.  

A third focus has been building 
resilience by reducing risk and 
preparing for crisis as well as early 
recovery. This work comprised 13% 
of expenditures. 

A fourth and final priority has been 
UNDP’s provision of intellectual 
leadership to influence the regional 
development debate (Figure 
12). It has done this through 
preparing national and regional 
human development and MDG 
reports, engagement on the 
post-2015 agenda, and dialogue 
on the sustainable development 
goals.3 South-South and triangular 
cooperation partnerships have been 
emphasized, as has the sharing 
of experience from innovating 
and scaling up of development 
solutions. 

Critically, 2013 and 2014 saw 
the emergence of a strong new 
emphasis by UNDP on both 
innovation and scaling up as 
key components for ensuring 
transformative change. Innovation 
is not new to the Asia-Pacific region: 
To operate in such a dynamic and 
often challenging context requires 
reactive and innovative thinking 
(see also Chapter 6). As a region 
with a large and growing number 
of middle-income countries, UNDP 
is expected to provide tested 
and high-quality policy advisory 
services and solutions to stubborn 
development problems, a demand 
that requires the organization 
to build on innovation. At the 
same time, there is a need to 
understand where UNDP can do 
more to employ new practices and 
technologies, and to broker new 
partnerships, to help improve reach 
and social impact as well as cost 
effectiveness.

Thus, for UNDP in Asia-Pacific, 
innovation is about changing 
the way the organization looks 
at development challenges and 

identifying solutions outside of 
traditional project cycles. UNDP has 
recognized that it could do more to 
support Country Offices in testing 
and trialing innovative ideas, and 
it launched an innovation fund in 
February 2014 (Case Study 1). Under 
this, 16 projects were each awarded 
US$25,000 in seed funding to plan 
and prototype fresh solutions to 
help reach key development goals 
in the region.

At the same time, the process of 
scaling up successful innovations 
and initiatives has been a 
programmatic principle for UNDP 
in Asia-Pacific since 2011 and is 
now a focus of the organization’s 
Strategic Plan 2014-17 (see also 
Chapter 7). UNDP is striving for a 
more systematic approach, with 
scaling models clearly defined 
and strategically implemented, 
to enhance programming quality 
and achieve transformative 
change. Notably, scaling up from 
a development perspective is not 
just about expanding in size: It is 
also about ensuring the quality 
of development impact, reaching 



UNDP in Asia-Pacific 2013 - 2014    17  

Source: UNDP ROAR database 2014
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Figure 5: UNDP Expenditure in Asia-Pacific by Main Area of Development Work, 2013
IN U.S. DOLLARS

Source: UNDP ROAR database 2014

out specifically to those who 
are excluded, and ensuring the 
sustainability and adaptability 
of results. Moreover, scaling up 
embodies a longer-term process 
than just one year’s work, instead 
representing the culmination of 

many years of effort (Case Study 2).

Looking ahead, UNDP will continue 
to attribute high importance to 
scaling-up successful innovations 
as a means of achieving greater 
impact and contributing to national 

outcome level change. It seeks to 
learn lessons from the valuable 
experience of implementing the 
Innovation and Scaling-Up Funds 
and channel those lessons into its 
work in 2015.
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Source: UNDP ROAR database 2014 
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FIGURE 6: UNDP EXPENDITURE IN ASIA-PACIFIC IN LICs AND MICs by Main 
Area of Development work, 2013

Inclusive and
effective 
governance
75%

$1.017
billion

Resillence
12%

$309 
million

LICs with Afghanistan (88% of total expenditure)

Inclusive 
development pathways 
11%

Other
2%

LICs without Afghanistan

Inclusive and
effective 
governance
32%

Resillence
24%

Inclusive 
development 
pathways 
37%

Other
7%

MICs (12% of total expenditure)

Inclusive and
effective 
governance
21%

Resillence
22%

Inclusive 
development 
pathways 
52%

Other
5%

$133
million

FIGURE 6: UNDP Expenditure in Asia-Pacific in LICs and MICs by Main Area of Development Work, 
2013 IN U.S. DOLLARS

Source: UNDP ROAR database 2014



UNDP in Asia-Pacific 2013 - 2014    19  

Women micro entrepreneurs sell vegetables in the local market in Surkhet district in Nepal. In 2013, with the support of Australian Aid, the 
Government of Nepal and UNDP have created nearly 10,000 micro entrepreneurs, 6,800 (68%) are women. Photo credit: Chandra Shekhar Karki/
UNDP Nepal

Scaling Up Women’s Economic Empowerment 
in Nepal
In Nepal, the Micro-Enterprise Development Programme (MEDEP) is the flagship 
programme of the Government and UNDP, and has been in operation since 1998. By 
supporting an integrated approach to entrepreneurship development – particularly 
for low-income groups, women and youth -- MEDEP ultimately fosters financial 
self-sufficiency. Micro-entrepreneurs are provided access to a number of business 
development services such as social mobilization for enterprise development; access 
to technical skills, to markets, and to finance; improved technologies; and advocacy for 
mobilizing micro-entrepreneurs associations. In terms of scaling up, the programme 
has witnessed increasing Government involvement, as well as an expansion in 
coverage. Initially implemented in 10 of the country’s 75 districts, its success resulted 
in expansion to 38 districts by the third phase (2008-2013). Now, the Government 
has replicated the model to 50 districts, with plans to reach all districts with its own 
resources.

Overall, MEDEP is influencing an economic revolution in Nepal:4  More than 60,000 
Nepalis have become micro-entrepreneurs, of which 29% are Dalits, 38% indigenous 
peoples (Adibasis/Janajatis), 74% women and 62% youth. A total of 80% of the 
entrepreneurs created during the first 12 years of the programme were still in business, 
and 73% had moved out of poverty. MEDEP participants had experienced a 500% 
increase in income, compared to 192% for non-participants. Moreover, economic 
empowerment of MEDEP beneficiaries has led to social and political empowerment 
as well. Many of the successful entrepreneurs have been proposed for party seats in 
recent elections.

Important factors for achieving results at scale have included the targeting of the 
high incidence of poverty and underdevelopment in rural economies, focusing on 
rural enterprise at district level and linking micro- and macro-level initiatives. The 
programme is demand-driven, capitalizing on the marketing strengths of the districts 
to initiate and promote economic activities. In addition, strong and continuous 
advocacy and communication at all levels, including by the Government, has been 
a driver of the scaling-up process; donors have been particularly responsive to the 
Government’s advocacy, which has led to significant political commitment, resource 
mobilization and financial sustainability.
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Income and social inequality remain major challenges 
throughout the Asia-Pacific region. Some previously 
highly unequal East and South Asian countries, such as 
Nepal, Thailand, Malaysia and Philippines, witnessed 
decreasing inequality, while other previously low-
inequality countries, including India, Bangladesh and 
Indonesia, have increasing inequality. In part, this rising 
inequality in many emerging economies can be explained 
by uneven development within and across countries in 
the region: across sectors and locations, with uneven 
demand between skilled and unskilled labour, high 
disparities in access to education, infrastructure and 
services, and insufficiently inclusive public policies.

The first focus of UNDP’s work in the region has therefore 
been the quality of development, ensuring that it is 
inclusive, that inequalities are curbed, and that it is 
sustainable. UNDP thus delivered US$183 million in 
projects and programmes in 2013 across 22 Country 
Offices. 

In particular, UNDP contributed to the successful 
achievement of national outcomes within numerous 
countries. These included increased employment rates 

C H A P T E R  3

SUSTAINABLE AND
INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT

With the support of the GEF-funded Coastal Afforestation project of UNDP, over 900 of the poorest families 
gained food and income security by making barren coastal land productive. The photo is of a farmer, Rob 
Mollah, holding lobsters produced in his farm. Photo: UNDP Bangladesh / Kawser Ahmed



22    UNDP in Asia-Pacific 2013 - 2014

  

Malaysia

I.R.of Iran

Brunei
Darussalam

Philippines

Viet
Nam

Cambodia

Pakistan

Thailand

Sri
Lanka

India

Nepal

China

Bhutan

Mongolia

Protected Areas Supported by UNDP through GEF-Financed Projects

Map data source(s):
UNDP-GEF 2014.

2012

Map Source:  United Nations Cartographic Section

Disclaimers:
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan.
The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties.

up to 10 km

up to 25 km

~ 100 (China)

~ 270 (Mongolia)

Coverage of Protected Areas 
(1000 km)

 
Figure 7: Protected Areas Supported by UNDP through GEF-Financed Projects



UNDP in Asia-Pacific 2013 - 2014    23  

in the private sector, as well as a rise in the numbers of 
poor people benefiting from social protection schemes 
and vulnerable groups with access to microfinance and 
other social services. UNDP especially helped strengthen 
the resource endowments of the poor and boost their 
prospects for decent, sustainable employment and 
livelihoods, including through widening access to 
financial services and production technologies. Further 
improvements in the region include the approval of 
government policies, strategies and plans in support of 
the sustainable management of natural resources; an 
increase in the communities that acquired land use rights 
for managing resources; and better water management 
plans. As a result, the number of protected areas under 
sustainable and participatory management programmes 
also increased, as did the number of critically threatened 
ecosystems and natural resources sustainably managed 
by communities (Figure 7). 

Three-fourths of Asia-Pacific’s poor live in rural areas, 
while development has been concentrated in urban 
and coastal areas. For this reason, UNDP has focused 
on facilitating access to economic opportunities and 
financial services in rural areas. For example, in China jobs 
and livelihoods were created primarily among women 
and ethnic minorities through expanding rural access to 
finance; delivering new economic opportunities, including 

UNDP helped provide 5
MILLION PEOPLE,
more than half of whom were women, 
social protection in the region in 2013.

46.6
MILLION HECTARES,
comprising 352 protected areas within the Asia-
Pacific region, with GEF support in 2013.

UNDP SUPPORTED
MANAGEMENT AND
SUSTAINABLE
FINANCING OF

2013 Cumulative Results in Protected Areas
Country Total Number of 

PAs impacted
Total Area of PAs 
impacted (ha)

Bhutan 3 625,000

Cambodia 7 299,532

China 68 10,097,574

India 5 1,133,632

Iran 20 1,265,846

Malaysia 45 1,173,601

Maldives 18 5,539

Mongolia 74 27,207,871

Nepal 4 229,695

Pakistan 61 2,416,471

Philippines 22 1,086,056

Sri Lanka 4 79,496

Thailand 15 820,599

Viet Nam 6 190,102

Grand Total 352 46,631,014
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A farmer collects his harvest 
of oranges, free of persistent 

organic pollutants in China 
(POPs). Photo by UNDP China.

UNDP assisted countries in 
Asia-Pacific to develop solutions 

at national and sub-national 
levels for the rapidly emerging 
issue of inadequate disposal of 

hazardous chemicals and waste. 
Primarily in Viet Nam and China, 

UNDP helped to dispose of 1,631 
metric tonnes of chemicals such 
as persistent organic pollutants, 
and to safeguard another 3,356 
metric tonnes. Building on this, 

UNDP partnered with Baidu, 
China’s largest Internet service 

provider, to develop a mobile 
application to aid responsible 

recycling of the growing volume 
of electronic devices. 
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new markets for ethnic wares; and 
enhancing livelihoods, including 
the introduction of new farming 
techniques. 

At the same time, UNDP also 
recognizes the rapid urbanization 
in all countries, which is leading 
to particularly high inequalities 
in assets, educational attainment 
and gender and in turn impeding 
access to economic opportunities 
as well (Figure 8). In Bangladesh, for 
example, UNDP, in partnership with 
DFID, supported improvements 
in the livelihoods of more than 3 
million urban poor women and 
men; in so doing, it assisted the 
mobilization of the urban poor 
into community structures and 
the formation of community-
based savings and credit groups 
for 400,000 poor households (98% 

of beneficiaries being women), 
providing apprenticeships and 
developing microenterprises, 
largely targeting women. UNDP 
support also led to the creation 
of the first model of land 
tenure security for poor urban 
communities in Bangladesh, which 
is being scaled up in other urban 
areas. 

Despite economic gains in 
the region, most countries — 
particularly those that have 
graduated to middle-income 
status—have not strengthened 
their systems of social protection.5 

Improving access to social 
protection schemes is crucial, 
however, to support poverty 
reduction amid a large informal 
economy and the growing 
dependency ratios associated with 

youth and ageing populations. 
Overall, in 2013 UNDP facilitated 
options for inclusive social 
protection and delivered projects 
that directly assisted 5 million 
beneficiaries of social protection 
schemes, more than half of which 
were women, in seven countries,6  
including through providing 
advice on policy and institutional 
reforms to help reach the poor 
and other at-risk groups (Case 
Study 3). For example, in Timor-
Leste it contributed to enhancing 
the institutional capacity of the 
Ministry of Social Solidarity, helping 
to enable better outreach to poor 
women and their children through 
such initiatives as conditional cash 
transfers tied to a child’s school 
attendance and completion; in turn, 
the number of beneficiaries of the 
Bolsa da Mae programme in Timor-
Leste doubled in 2013, to 30,000.7

288,000
PEOPLE
were trained in management of chemicals, including 
persistent organic pollutants, with UNDP and GEF 
support within the region.

4,990
METRIC TONNES
such as persistent organic pollutants in the region in 
2013, with GEF support.

UNDP helped 
dispose and 
safeguard of 
chemicals, 
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IN 23 COUNTRIES
within the Asia-Pacific region, UNDP helped integrate 
natural resource management into development 
plans in 2013.

80
COMMUNITIES
were assisted in 2013 by UNDP in the 
Pacific – affecting nearly 40,000 people – 
to adapt to shifts in climate.

Meanwhile, UNDP’s environment 
work has for many years addressed 
poverty and environment in 
an integrated way, and in 2013 
addressed biodiversity conservation 
in 14 countries alongside economic 
activities such as fisheries, 
agriculture and tourism. UNDP’s 
strategy, with financing from 
the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF), is to unlock the potential 
of 352 protected areas in the 
region (46.6 million hectares) 
so they are effectively managed 
and sustainable financed. In 
Iran, joint collaboration between 
UNDP and the Department of 
Environment is helping to prevent 
the disappearance of important 
wetlands areas: Lake Uromiyeh, 
the largest saltwater lake in the 
Middle East, is drying up at an 
alarming rate. In response, UNDP 
has helped strengthen institutional 
arrangements for improvement of 
the Uromiyeh basin, an approach 
that the Government is scaling up 
with its own resources to eight 
further locations.

Increasingly, ensuring that 
development is sustainable and 
inclusive also requires addressing 
climate change and environmental 

stresses brought about by 
development. Asia-Pacific is one 
of the most vulnerable regions 
to climate change, with impacts 
likely to become more intense. 8 

Often it is the poorest and most 
vulnerable populations who 
depend on the environment for 
their livelihoods and who are most 
affected by environmental change. 
Countries in the region have been 
supported to change the way 
they manufacture goods, raise 
crops and livestock, and generate 
energy, including through moving 
to more resilient and lower-
emission systems and technologies. 
UNDP has widely promoted 
the integration of climate-
resilient and environmentally 
sustainable policies and budgets 
into development plans, in such 
countries as Bangladesh, Cambodia, 
Indonesia and eight Pacific 
Island states. It further assisted 
80 communities in the Pacific – 
affecting nearly 40,000 people – to 
adapt to shifts in climate by better 
securing their water supplies, 
establishing nurseries for resilient 
plants, and increasing renewable 
energy prospects.

IN 21COUNTRIES
within the Asia-Pacific region, UNDP helped increase 
sustainability of growth, addressing consumption 
patterns, environment policies, new technology and 
expansion of the productive base.

IN 13 COUNTRIES
within the Asia-Pacific region, UNDP assisted 
Governments in improving service delivery in urban 
areas and making settlements more sustainable.
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New Social Protection Approach Benefits 
Vulnerable Groups in China
Supported by UNDP, an alternative approach to social protection has recently been 
adopted by the Government of China, focusing on the protection of vulnerable groups 
and guaranteeing a minimum living allowance to those who meet the eligibility 
criteria. The new social assistance regulation, which came into effect in May 2014, 
benefits about 250 million people nationwide, according to the National People’s 
Congress, China’s top legislature. About 75 million receive a minimum living allowance; 
5.5 million elderly, under-16 children and people with disabilities in rural areas benefit 
from ”five guarantees” support for food, clothing, health care, housing and funeral 
expenses; 78 million receive temporary relief for disasters, and 91 million receive 
medical relief and rural welfare support. UNDP partnered with the Legislative Affairs 
Commission of the National People’s Congress, and provided technical assistance 
to organize expert consultations on a variety of issues during the drafting of the 
new regulation. UNDP also organized international dialogues between China and 
New Zealand and Australia on social assistance legislation and pre-legislative review 
mechanisms.

In Viet Nam, migrants form a dynamic labour force but have limited access to social protection and services. UNDP and its partners 
are advocating for the Government to reform its mobility policy and improve access to basic services and social protection for the 
new urban poor, including migrants. UNDP-supported policy research on multidimensional poverty in Ho Chi Minh City, especially 
among the migrants, has helped raise awareness of the municipal authorities to the contribution of migrants towards the City’s 
economic development and their equal rights as those of the registered residents. As a result, Ho Chi Minh City has revised its policy 
so migrants with a six-month temporary registration can access bank loans and their children can go to public schools. 
Photo credit: © United Nations Viet Nam\2010\Aidan Dockery
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