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COVID-19 has wide-ranging socio-economic effects such as increasing poverty, aggravating inequalities
and stifing economic growth across the world. Among the major impacts of COVID-19 is the
disproportionate affect on older persons. Evidence indicates that older persons and those with underlying
medical conditions are at a higher risk of serious illness and death from COVID-19. In addition to the
health risks, age-based discrimination, inequalities as well as rights violations of older persons have been
exacerbated by the pandemic.1 As countries are moving into the recovery phase, experts predict future
pandemics could occur more often and have potentially greater impacts than COVID-19.2 At the same
time, the global number of older persons is projected to more than double, reaching over 1.5 billion
persons in 2050. As these prospects are likely to have far reaching consequences for society, now is a
critical time to build a response that considers lessons learned in planning for the future.

The SDGs and COVID-19

Planning for a post-COVID reality provides momentum for prioritizing ageing and older persons. While
ageing can be considered a triumph of development, projections suggest there are a number of
consequences of a social and economic nature: including increased fiscal pressure, challenging social
security and social protection systems, labour markets, as well as family and intergenerational relations.
Nevertheless, the topic of ageing still suffers from a lack of attention and resources. And, despite their
many significant contributions to society, older persons are often overlooked and their needs and rights are
at risk of being left unaddressed. This has been further exposed by COVID-19, which calls for the scaling
up of efforts and embracing the potential of ageing and older persons in the concept of ‘building back
better’.

As a principle framework to ‘build back better’, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’® seeks to
transition towards sustainable societies for all and to address the multidimensional global trends that we
face. Together with a rapid ageing population, climate change, urbanization and digitalization require
countries to adapt and change gears in their approach. The 2030 Agenda and its 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) provide a shared vision and a transformative plan for change. The Agenda
sets ambitious goals and lays down a concrete call to action for people, planet and prosperity. However,
the SDG Summit in 2019 called progress on the SDGs insufficient, particularly when it comes to ending
hunger, achieving food security, and improved nutrition (SDG 2), climate action (SDG 13), and reducing
inequalities (SDG 10).* COVID-19 has further undermined progress on the SDGs, necessitating a call for
accelerated action on the SDGs. By stepping up SDG action, countries will not only be better placed to
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recover from the impacts of COVID-19°, but also build back more equitable, just and resilient societies.
The Decade of Action® to deliver on the SDGs calls for stepping up sustainable solutions and provides
momentum for ageing concerns to be addressed.

Ageing, older persons and the 2030 Agenda

A number of SDGs have direct significance for ageing and older persons. These include; poverty
eradication (Goal 1); good health (Goal 3); lifelong learning (Goal 4); gender equality (Goal 5); economic
growth and decent work (Goal 8); reduced inequality (Goal 10); safe and accessible cities (Goal 11);
peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16); and partnerships (SDG 17). While older persons are
mentioned explicitly in various targets’, the broader principles of the Agenda are also relevant for ageing.
The Agenda is transformative and aspires to realize the human rights of all people, including older
persons. It calls for ‘leaving no one behind’ (LNOB) and for ensuring that the SDGs are met for all
segments of society, at all ages. In addition, the Agenda acknowledges interdependencies among
multiple sectors and promotes policy coherence, participation and inclusivity. The Agenda’s broader
principles are of significance for ageing in the following areas:

Transformative change

By building on the interconnected nature of the social, economic and environmental dimensions of
sustainable development, the 2030 Agenda aspires to achieve sustainable development in a balanced
and integrated manner. It considers SDG synergies and trade-offs and recognizes the importance of
multi-stakeholder and partnership collaboration. The Agenda therefore represents a holistic approach to
understanding and addressing the problems and opportunities of our future. With the demographic
significance of ageing and ageing cutting across multiple SDGs, ageing related priorities should be a key
part of the transformative change of the 2030 Agenda.

A rights-based approach

The 2030 Agenda incorporates a wide range of human rights principles and standards throughout its
targets. It seeks to address inequalities, redress discriminatory practices and unjust distributions of power
and puts the emphasis on participation, autonomy and independence. The Agenda’s rights-based
approach can help uphold the rights of older persons and help overcome key challenges such as;
negative stereotyping, discrimination and ageism.

Leaving no one behind

Another relevant principle of the Agenda is LNOB. Without solely stigmatizing older persons as a
vulnerable group, it has long been recognized that older persons — and in particular older women - are at
higher risk for exclusion and vulnerability.8 Many older persons face challenges related to poverty,
violence, abuse and discrimination on the grounds of age, gender, ethic background, religion, and
disability. The principle of LNOB recognizes that the dignity of the individual is fundamental and that the
2030 Agenda is for all people and segments of society. It helps to include ageing and older persons and
ensure they are not overlooked in decision-making and policy formulation.

Inclusion and participation of older persons
The Agenda’s SDG 16, target 7, calls for ensuring ‘responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative
decision making at all levels’.? This means that a ‘whole-of-society’ approach is encouraged to implement

® UN DESA (2020), ‘Policy Brief #78: Achieving the SDGs through the COVID-19 response and recovery’.
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the Agenda. The approach calls for inclusivity and participation, providing a context for recognizing older
persons as active agents to thereby help make the reality of older persons visible.

Recommendations to scale up ageing in the ‘Decade of Action’

The significance of the 2030 Agenda for ageing is not new. However, right now is an opportunity to scale
up ageing-related efforts and support accelerating the achievement of the SDGs. This will require
commitment, investment, awareness, data, as well as the engagement of older persons. In more detail,
the following six recommendations can support stepping up ageing-related SDG action:

Firstly, ensuring the political commitment and resources that are needed to prepare for ageing societies
that will be sustainable and resilient. Investing in linking the 2030 Agenda with ageing-related priorities;
awareness raising and capacity building as well as in mainstreaming ageing across sectors and at all
levels of society. At the global level, the Third World Assembly on Ageing should be closely aligned with
the 2030 Agenda.

Secondly, carrying out analyses of the impacts of COVID-19 on older persons from an SDG perspective.
Drawing on the lessons learnt can help better prepare for future pandemics, disasters or crises, when
these are integrated into long-term sustainable recovery plans;

Thirdly, defining global, regional, national and local actions to ‘leave no one behind’ can enable and
accelerate progress to achieve the SDGs. A human rights-based approach to policy and program
development is recommended to help fulfill the pledge of LNOB;

Fourthly, in line with the principle of LNOB, monitoring efforts should measure progress on the SDGs for
older persons. This requires disaggregated data by age, gender, disability and location. Data
disaggregation can make the situation and needs of older persons visible. To respond to existing data
challenges, data gaps must be addressed to measure the impact of the SDGs for older persons and
enable the formulation of evidence-based policies;

Fifthly, governments are strongly encouraged to work closely with stakeholders on the SDGs. As a result,
many governments have set up coordination mechanisms and platforms for SDG implementation and the
follow-up and review, including the Voluntary National Reviews. These aim to strengthen the engagement
of non-governmental stakeholders such as; subnational governments, academia, civil society, the private
sector and others. The engagement of older persons and their associations can help foster informed policy
formulation that considers the needs, preference and rights of older persons;

Lastly, the development of (multiple-stakeholder) partnerships can play an important role in advancing the
SDGs as embodied in SDG 17. Partnerships can serve to complement strengths or core values and pool
resources and assets in addressing and solving problems in the field of ageing. For instance, public-private
partnerships can support the development of innovative approaches to strengthen and improve data on
ageing related trends

distributions’; and ii) Indicator 16.7.2: ‘Proportion of population who believe decision-making is inclusive and responsive, by
sex, age, disability and population groups’.
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