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The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) serves 
as the United Nations’ regional hub, promoting cooperation among countries 
to achieve inclusive and sustainable development.

The largest regional intergovernmental platform with 53 member States and 
9 associate members, ESCAP has emerged as a strong regional think-tank 
offering countries sound analytical products that shed insight into the evolving 
economic, social and environmental dynamics of the region. The Commission’s 
strategic focus is to deliver on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
which it does by reinforcing and deepening regional cooperation and integration 
to advance connectivity, financial cooperation and market integration. The 
research and analysis undertaken by ESCAP, coupled with its policy advisory 
services, capacity building and technical assistance to governments aims to 
support countries’ sustainable and inclusive development ambitions.
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Executive Summary
The Asia-Pacific region, more than any other global region, is highly reliant on fossil fuels. How it 
transitions away from fossil fuels will be a pivotal issue for Asia-Pacific and the world in the coming years, 
in light of the current and future climate impacts and the sustainable development benefits possible 
through an energy transition.

This paper aims to provide insights into how the region can transition away from coal to a renewable-
based efficient energy system compatible with the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The study brings together a systematic review of literature and data to provide a background 
on the current situation as well as drivers of coal expansion in the region, options for a clean energy 
transition and the benefits of a transition, to highlight policy options. The paper reviews the data on 
coal’s share in the Asia-Pacific region’s power generation and capacity, and assesses the benefits of 
a transition away from coal. It presents an analysis on the impact of greenhouse gas emissions at the 
regional level as well as regional impacts of global warming, illustrating the importance for the region 
of achieving the Paris Agreement goals. The paper concludes with a review of proven policies based on 
existing literature, evaluating their potential application in the region to provide recommendations for 
Governments to adopt best practices. 

Coal generation is still expanding in Asia-Pacific – against the trend in other regions 

The Asia-Pacific region has a very large share of current global coal capacity and generation as well as 
expansion plans. A total of 27 countries in the Asia-Pacific region account for about 76 per cent of current 
global coal generation capacity and for almost the entire (94 per cent) global pipeline11 of coal-fired 
power plants under construction, planned or announced. The countries in the South and South West 
Asia subregion with coal capacity at present are all expanding their capacity, most of them have very 
high expansion plans compared with their current capacity, reflecting their fast-growing energy supply 
particularly electricity demand. The group of countries in South and South-West Asia with high expansion 
plans (Turkey, Pakistan and Bangladesh) include only 2 per cent of current coal capacity within the Asia-
Pacific region, but 13 per cent of the expansion pipeline within this region. While India still relies strongly 
on coal for power generation, coal-fired power generation has decreased and the pipeline is shrinking. 
With strong policies to enhance renewable energy uptake, there is potential for India to move away from 
coal faster.

South-East Asia is characterised by particularly high growth of demand in energy, and in particular 
electricity demand, and is dominated by countries with expansion plans. It includes 5 per cent of the 
Asian and Pacific coal capacity, but 16 per cent of its coal pipeline. Most of the subregion’s countries that 
have expansion plans already have high capacity (Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Viet Nam), two 
have expansion pipelines larger than the current capacity (Viet Nam and the Philippines) and several have 
currently low capacity but large expansion plans (Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic). 

Even without counting the additional capacity that is in the pipeline, emissions from coal-fired power 
generation in the Asia-Pacific region would continue at a very high level until after 2040, and would only 
be phased out by around 2060. This is in stark contrast to the needs of the Paris Agreement. Delivering 

1 “Pipeline” refers to coal fired power plants under construction, planned or announced. Currently, planned coal capacity includes 
those that are in different stages of pre-permit development or have received all necessary approvals but not yet begun 
construction.
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the long-term temperature goal will require the global phase-out of unabated coal by 2040 and the 
achievement of peak coal fired power generation by 2020 before reducing quickly afterwards to 80 per 
cent below 2010 levels by 2030. Existing coal plant assets are at risk of becoming stranded assets. Any new 
capacity will be exposed to even greater risk, threatening to unnecessarily increase the cost of the energy 
transition and placing a higher burden on the emerging economies that are less able to afford it. At the 
subregional level, this risk is particularly high in the subregions with relatively new coal capacity and large 
expansion plans, such as in South and South-West Asia and South-East Asia. 

The global trend of declining coal capacity, now expected to be accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, is 
dominated by trends outside of the Asia-Pacific region, particular by record retirements in the European 
Union and the United States. The picture in the Asia-Pacific region is different, with an overall net increase 
of coal capacity by 10 GW in the first half of 2020 that was mainly driven by China (9.6 GW). Outside of 
China, net retirements in the Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation and India have been almost 
cancelled out by a net increase in capacity in Japan, Viet Nam, Bangladesh and Indonesia. 

Looking forward, the sharp reduction in cost of solar and wind power as well as storage technologies – 
particularly solar photovoltaics (PV) – together with policies against air pollution, increasing adoption 
to climate change as well as awareness of the need to phase out coal to deliver the aims of the Paris 
Agreement, is leading to an increasing move to phase out coal for power generation at the national or 
subnational level. There are also clear signs of an increasing aversion towards financing new coal-fired 
power plants among many government and investors, given these trends and the increasing awareness of 
the risk of stranded assets.

Drivers in the Asia-Pacific region of support for coal and expansion of coal-fired power 
generation

Contrary to the global drivers retarding the use of coal, there are factors that are still driving support for 
coal and expansion of coal-fired power generation within many countries in the Asia-Pacific region. These 
include: high demand growth in South and South-East Asia; the presence of a large share (more than 
60 per cent) of global coal reserves in the region; and a high dependency on income from coal exports 
in some of the countries in the region whose Governments support coal mining and coal-fired power 
generation, including through subsidies and public finance.

Support for coal in the Asia-Pacific region is driven by the geopolitical influence of four countries – China, 
Japan, the Republic of Korea and India – that have historically relied on coal and are large coal importers. 
Governments, government-owned financial institutions or government-owned utilities in those four 
countries are strongly supporting coal expansion in the region. The main recipients of this support are 
countries in South and South-East Asia – Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan and Viet Nam. International 
support in the region and the large influence of the coal industry on national policy and decision-making 
has supported the continuing prevalence of the narrative of supposedly cheap coal and the need to 
provide “baseload power” to address the growing energy demand. This narrative is kept alive by vested 
interests largely favouring coal. Together with inconsistent policy signals and uncertainty regarding 
long-term goals as well as complex energy policy responsibilities within  Governments with the strong 
influence of state-owned sources has led to investors holding back more than in other regions. It has also 
resulted in a delay in the development of policies and energy plans needed to overcome barriers to faster 
expansion and integration of larger shares of renewable energy, especially wind and solar. 
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Benchmarks and benefits – pathways to 100 per cent renewable energy in line with the Paris 
Agreement and Sustainable Development Goals

Based on multiple lines of evidence, a range of benchmarks for the power sector have been derived 
through an in-depth analysis of modelling studies, with between 50 to 80/85 per cent of renewable 
energy share achievable by 2030 in South and South-East Asia by 2030, on a pathway towards 100 per cent 
renewable electricity generation by 2050. Utilization of solar and wind could satisfy the needs of almost 
all South and South-East Asian countries many times over. Renewable energy costs have rapidly fallen 
during the past 10 years due to technology improvements, economies of scale, competition in renewable 
energy supply chains and advancing industry experience. Solar PV is now the cheapest source of new 
electricity generation in most parts of the world, including countries in South and even South-East 
Asia, which had shown higher costs in the past. Feasible cost reductions of 40-50 per cent in solar 
PV in Indonesia, Thailand and Viet Nam as well as 15-45 per cent for onshore wind – resulting mainly 
from industrial learning curves throughout the world – show that there is potential for continued cost 
reduction. 

The regional integration of power grids offers numerous further advantages for renewable energy 
resource sharing and cost reduction, with larger grid integration and transmission providing more 
flexibility and less need for additional storage. An emerging option in addition to larger regional grid 
integration is trade of green hydrogen produced from renewable electricity, where countries with strong 
renewable full load hours provide cost-efficient green hydrogen. 

The Asia-Pacific region has countries that are extremely vulnerable to climate change, making it the most 
disaster-prone region globally. However, substantial avoidance of severity of future climate extremes 
can be achieved if the global temperature increase is kept to the Paris Agreement’s 1.5°C limit, compared 
to either 2°C warming or the likely result from the NDCs – an increase of 3°C. This emphasizes the 
need of early and substantive efforts to curb greenhouse gas emissions, and reinforces the urgency of 
transformative change in the energy system of countries, regionally as well as on the global scale.

Three-quarters of all people affected by natural disasters worldwide are living in the Asia-Pacific region. 
The average annual economic loss from natural disasters is now estimated to be 2.4 per cent of GDP, 
with an expected clear upward trend when temperatures continue to rise. Increased global warming 
is projected to lead to substantial changes in GDP per capita. Almost half of the Asia-Pacific countries 
considered in this analysis are projected to experience GDP losses between 30 and 41 per cent by the 
end of the century compared to the baseline scenario. Clear gains in GDP per capita of up to 12 per cent 
in mid-century and up to 18.3 per cent by the end of the century are expected for countries in the Pacific, 
South-East Asia, and South and South West Asia in achieving 1.5°C rise instead of 2°C. The largest gains 
are expected in Thailand, Cambodia, Bangladesh, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Viet Nam.

Renewable energy provides a large range of benefits for sustainable development: 

• Renewable energy can be deployed rapidly, and in areas that are not connected to the grid, important 
for a region where not all of the population has access to electricity;

• Installation of renewable energy can replace fossil imports creating security and also avoid price 
fluctuations of fossil fuel imports; 

• Renewable energy provides employment opportunities, and employment is crucial for post-COVID-19 
recovery;
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• Phasing out coal reduces air, water and soil pollution as well as negative impacts on water quality and 
water scarcity.  

Policy recommendations for key actors in the Asia-Pacific region

Drawing from the analysis of current trends and drivers in the Asia-Pacific region, the gap with Paris 
Agreement benchmarks for phasing out coal and accelerating the transition to clean energy, as well as the 
overview of policy areas including best practice examples in other regions, this study has formulated the 
following recommendations for key actors in the Asia-Pacific region to accelerate phasing out coal in line 
with the Paris Agreement benchmarks:

1. National Governments: Adopt best practice policies – phase out fossil fuel subsidies, carbon pricing, 
renewable energy support, encourage and push shifts in investment through green recovery.

Phasing out fossil fuel subsidies, combined with the development of carbon pricing and targeted 
adoption of key best practice policies to enhance the share of variable renewable energy and accelerate 
investment – particularly in wind and solar – through market design, demand-side management, 
transmission and distribution system enhancements, grid interconnections and support for energy 
storage are crucial. Green recovery needs to be at the heart of economic stimulus packages developed 
by Governments. This needs a focus to be placed on directing public funding and incentivising private 
investments towards renewable energy and related technology and infrastructure development, such as 
storage and transmission grids, as well as on electrification of end-use sectors and further measures to 
improve energy efficiency across end-use sectors. 

2. National Governments: Move to transformational policies, targets and long-term planning.

The need to ratchet up NDC targets and develop long-term low carbon development strategies in the 
context of the Paris Agreement is an important step, as these goals were due in 2020 and are expected no 
later than 2021. Developing coal phase-out plans by 2040 is the single most important step that needs to 
be included in these targets to ensure consistency with the Paris Agreement and SDGs. This needs to be 
combined with a process of planning and managing the transition that is developed with stakeholders 
from the regions affected, particularly those that currently depend on employment and income from coal 
mining and coal-fired power generation. 

3. Clear pathways to enable anticipation of change and avoidance of more stranded assets.

An important element in elaborating NDC targets and long-term strategies in line with the Paris 
agreement is the development of scenarios and analysis, involving and informing stakeholders and 
supporting a dialogue about benefits at the sectoral level. A key gap in leading the development of both 
national and regional strategies, plans and policies is the need to develop a range of scenarios for the 
energy system that are in line with the Paris Agreement and SDGs, and to aim for 100 per cent renewable 
energy. 

4. Financial support and capacity-building.

Countries in the Asia-Pacific region that are in the position to do so, need to focus their financial and 
other development support on shifting investments and energy system transformation towards clean 
energy. This holds true for Australia, Japan, the Republic of Korea, China and India, which currently play a 
strong role in cementing dependency on fossil fuels in poorer countries in the region, particularly in the 
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South and South-East Asian subregions. Coordination of Government donors with philanthropy by the 
private sector can be an important strategy. This approach has started with a focus on South-East Asia, 
but it also needs to be applied to other countries in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly where investment 
in new coal or gas-powered generation is only just starting.

5. Regional and international cooperation – alignment with Paris Agreement Goals, engaging 
stakeholders, the private sector and civil society.

Regional and international cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region can play an important role. Countries 
in the region can either join existing initiatives such as the Powering Past Coal Alliance. This and other 
recent initiatives in the area of energy system transformation are often successful when they include 
Governments at both the national and subnational levels as well as the private sector, research 
organisations and civil society in order to be effective in mobilising stakeholder engagement and 
supporting a shift in narrative and perception. An initiative at the regional level could also focus on 
joining efforts to overcome barriers to shifting away from coal production and dependency on coal 
exports among countries or by subnational legislation in the region. 

6. Trans-boundary grid transmission and integration.

An important area for enhanced regional cooperation is grid transmission and trans-boundary grid 
integration. This can build on existing examples and initiatives, and needs to be further developed with 
the objective of achieving 100 per cent renewable energy systems. Existing initiatives can be built on, or 
similar initiatives can be applied to other subregions. With some of the world’s best renewable energy 
potentials in some subregions – for example, the Pacific (Australia), parts of South and South-East Asia, 
and Central and East Asia – such cooperation provides huge opportunities for faster transition to 100 per 
cent renewable energy. This includes countries that have lower potential or higher demand, e.g., with high 
population density.

7. Financial institutions –  cooperation in sustainable finance, clear policies and transparency.

More countries in the Asia-Pacific region are joining initiatives such as the Climate Investment Platform 
or the recently launched International Platform of Sustainable Finance that now has 14 members 
including China, India, Indonesia and New Zealand. This can be an opportunity to benefit from scaling 
up the mobilisation of private capital towards environmentally sustainable investments dialogue 
between policymakers that are in charge of developing sustainable finance regulatory measures, thereby 
potentially moving towards alignment of best practices. 

8. Private sector engagement.

The private sector can play an important role in accelerating investment in renewable energy as it is an 
important source of growing demand as well as by joining private-public partnerships and initiatives 
to finance large-scale renewable energy projects. Initiatives in the private sector have also started to 
develop benchmarks for decisions at the sectoral level. Incorporating climate risk is an important element 
in providing the right information to the private sector, and public finance institutions should set an 
example. ESCAP could support this effort by encouraging the development of clear benchmarks at the 
regional level.


