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GREETINGS 
 

Good morning everyone! 
 

Welcome to Tokyo and welcome to ADB Institute! On behalf of the ADB Institute, 

thank you for joining us at this regional workshop on strategies for financing social 

protection. 

I would like to begin by sincerely thanking Sustainable Development and Climate 

Change Department of ADB Headquarters, who has worked tirelessly with our team to 

organize this event. 

And most importantly, I deeply thank all the participants for attendance and 

attention. We look forward to two days of energetic and informative debate. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  
1 The views expressed in this presentation are the views of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 
views or policies of the Asian Development Bank Institute (ADBI), the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 
its Board of Directors, or the governments they represent. ADBI does not guarantee the accuracy of the 
data included in this paper and accepts no responsibility for any consequences of their use. Terminology 
used may not necessarily be consistent with ADB official terms. 



 
 

 

ADBI AND SOCIAL PROTECTION 
 

ADB Institute, ADBI provides capacity building and training to mid- and senior- level officials 

from DMCs to deepen understanding on important development issues. One of ADBI’s key 

strategic themes is poverty reduction and inclusive growth, under which provision of access to 

social protection for everyone is certainly an important task. 

We must leave no one behind. We must reach those furthest behind first.  By 2030 we must end 

poverty in all its forms everywhere and reduce inequality within and among countries. 

As you might know well, these are famous phrases from the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) adopted at the UN summit in 2015 as new global development goals to be achieved by 

2030. 

To achieve these noble and challenging goals, social protection is a central instrument 

within a gender-sensitive, human rights-based framework. 

Specially, SDG Target 1.3 emphasizes the implementation of a social protection floor, which 

consists of four components; (i) meeting the nutritional, health and educational needs of 

children, (ii) ensuring income security for the working-age population, (iii) providing old-age 

pensions for all; and (iv) achieving universal health care coverage. 

Indeed, effective social protection systems ensure social security, health and well-being of 

people, which should be regarded as basic human rights. Beyond that, effective social 

protection improves the productive capacity and resilience of individuals and households, 

thereby contributing to inclusive, equitable, and sustainable social and economic development. 

 
CHALLENGES IN ACHIEVING SDGS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 

 
Recognizing the importance of social protection to achieve sustainable growth and to combat 

poverty and inequality, countries in Asia and the Pacific have taken serious steps to expand 

various aspects of their social protection systems with increased spending. Recent data 

suggests that nearly 60 per cent of the region’s population now have access to health care. 

Countries such as China, Mongolia, Thailand and Viet Nam have established social protection 

programs with such swiftness and extensive coverage especially related to health and 

unemployment. 

However, admittedly many gaps are remaining. Benefits are generally low, and the reach to 

populations in need such as informal workers is limited. According to an estimation made by the 



 
 

 

International Labor Organization (ILO), only 4 in 10 people in the region have easy access to 

health care, and access is even limited for those who are already covered. Only 30 per cent of 

the population have access to social assistance, and less than 20 per cent have access to social 

insurance. Just over half of all older people in the region receive a pension. 

Labor market programs remain highly incomplete, and there are questions around the 

adequacy and depth of existing coverage. 

These rather gloomy pictures of social protection in Asia are closely linked to inadequate 

financing. From an ADB study of 20 Asian countries, the weighted average public social 

expenditure was 4.4% GDP, which is only 50% of the global average. To close the present 

protection gap, it is estimated that it would take on average at least 3% of GDP on top of the 

initial 4.4%. Asian developing countries must increase their budget about 2-5% to meet the 

basic minimum requirement for social protection programs, thus to meet the SDGs target. 

However, given limited fiscal space in most countries, and especially envisaged fiscal burden 

from socio-economic changes, namely rapidly aging population, rapid urbanization, increasing 

costs of social services, and the rising exposure to natural disasters and climate change (to 

name a few), it would be easier said than done to expand social protection schemes, which 

require huge fiscal investments. 

HOW TO ADDRESS CHALLENGES 
 

This leads us to a question of how we could address these challenges in a sustainable, 

transparent, and cost-effective manner. I believe this question is exactly the core of this 

regional workshop, and the prime concern for ADB and ADBI as well. Let me give you a couple 

of thoughts on this issue for the sake of facilitating discussion. 

Firstly, it is important to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of government expenditures 

in general and social protection programs in particular. There would seem to be limited room 

for enhanced social protection by making current expenditures more efficient within the 

existing resource envelope given the low level of such spending in Asia. Nonetheless, I do 

believe efficiencies are feasible and possible. Perhaps the most significant, as many experts 

point out, would be to shift towards a more targeted approach, away from general subsidies, 

particularly in response to economic and natural disaster shocks. Enhanced targeting, coupled 

with strengthening the productive aspects of programs, will be able to have a greater impact 

on social protection for a given level of resources. In addition, integrating an often-disparate 

small programs into one larger program could streamline administrative costs, thus making it 



 
 

 

possible to free up resources. 

Secondly, while financing constraints are surely to be tackled and addressed, it is equally 

important to strengthen the capacity about the provision of social protection. Financing 

constraints in developing countries are frequently compounded by the low quality of 

demonstrated capacity, which includes the lack of analysis, strategic frameworks and available 

capacity building activities to enhance quality of effectively planning, financing and 

implementing social protection programs. In this sense, I very much appreciate ADB HQ to 

provide the technical assistance to address such capacity building issues, and ADBI is also 

committed to fully support the proper implementation of the TA program. 

Thirdly, it is important to engage broader dialogue and consensus-building among stakeholders 

across countries, in order to explore ways of expanding fiscal space and thus spending for social 

protection. Given diverse historical paths taken by different countries, there is sure to be no one-

size-fits-all approach to designing and funding social protection programs. Expanding fiscal 

space entails many options, from traditional taxation to innovative ways of financing tools such as 

social budgeting, dedicated funds, and using micro- finance scheme, but the tasks of how to 

make a strategic choice and prioritization critically hinge on developing national consensus. 

Diverse experience from other countries, lessons learned – be it success or failure - and 

international best practices could help shape national dialogue and consensus building towards 

enhanced social protection. I hope this workshop also could contribute to this endeavor. 

CLOSING 
 

In conclusion, social protection is certainly the most direct way to combat poverty and 

inequality, to achieve the ambitious SDGs, and to shape the future of the countries represented 

in this room today. This workshop could be a good opportunity to discuss this important topic. 

At the end of workshop, I hope that all of us will be able to have a better understanding of 

current issues and new ideas on how to finance social protection programs in your country and 

Asia as a whole. 

I thank you all again and encourage your active participation. I am looking forward to having a 

fruitful and productive discussion. 

Thank you! 
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