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Foreword

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was launched in 
2015 to end poverty and set the world on a path of peace, prosperity 
and opportunity for all on a healthy planet. The 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) demand nothing short of a transformation 
of the financial, economic and political systems that govern our 
societies today to guarantee the human rights of all. They require 
immense political will and ambitious action by all stakeholders. But, as 
Member States recognized at the SDG Summit held last September, 
global efforts to date have been insufficient to deliver the change 
we need, jeopardizing the Agenda’s promise to current and future 
generations. 

The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2020 brings together the 
latest data to show us that, before the COVID-19 pandemic, progress 
remained uneven and we were not on track to meet the Goals by 
2030. Some gains were visible: the share of children and youth out of 
school had fallen; the incidence of many communicable diseases was 
in decline; access to safely managed drinking water had improved; 
and women’s representation in leadership roles was increasing. At the 
same time, the number of people suffering from food insecurity was 
on the rise, the natural environment continued to deteriorate at an 
alarming rate, and dramatic levels of inequality persisted in all regions. 
Change was still not happening at the speed or scale required.

Now, due to COVID-19, an unprecedented health, economic and social 
crisis is threatening lives and livelihoods, making the achievement 
of Goals even more challenging. As of the beginning of June, the 
death toll had surpassed 400,000 and was continuing to climb, with 
almost no country spared. Health systems in many countries have 
been driven to the brink of collapse. The livelihood of half the global 
workforce has been severely affected. More than 1.6 billion students 
are out of school, and tens of millions of people are being pushed back 
into extreme poverty and hunger, erasing the modest progress made 
in recent years.

Although the novel coronavirus affects every person and community, 
it does not do so equally. Instead, it has exposed and exacerbated 
existing inequalities and injustices. In advanced economies, fatality 
rates have been highest among marginalized groups. In developing 
countries, the most vulnerable – including those employed in the 
informal economy, older people, children, persons with disabilities, 
indigenous people, migrants and refugees – risk being hit even harder. 

Across the globe, young people are being disproportionately affected, 
particularly in the world of work. Women and girls are facing new 
barriers and new threats, ranging from a shadow pandemic of violence 
to additional burdens of unpaid care work. 

Far from undermining the case for the SDGs, the root causes and 
uneven impacts of COVID-19 demonstrate precisely why we need 
the 2030 Agenda, the Paris Agreement on climate change and the 
Addis Ababa Action Agenda, and underscore the urgency of their 
implementation. I have therefore consistently called for a coordinated 
and comprehensive international response and recovery effort, 
based on sound data and science and guided by the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

Health systems must be urgently strengthened in countries that 
are at greatest risk, with increased capacity for testing, tracing and 
treatment. Universal access to treatments and vaccines, when they 
become available, is essential. A large-scale multilateral response is 
needed to ensure that developing countries have the resources they 
need to protect households and businesses. Recovery packages must 
facilitate the shift to a low-carbon, climate-resilient economy and 
support universal access to quality public services. And leadership 
and support are needed to ensure statistical organizations have the 
tools and resources to facilitate timely and smart decision-making. 
To guide and support these actions, the United Nations system 
has mobilized at all levels, leveraging the recent reforms of the 
United Nations development system.

At the start of this Decade of Action to deliver the SDGs, I call for 
renewed ambition, mobilization, leadership and collective action, 
not just to beat COVID-19 but to recover better, together – winning 
the race against climate change, decisively tackling poverty and 
inequality, truly empowering all women and girls and creating more 
inclusive and equitable societies everywhere. 

António Guterres

Secretary-General of the United Nations
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Finding transformative pathways in turbulent times

This year marks the start of the Decade of Action to deliver the 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. It is a critical period to 
advance a shared vision and accelerate responses to the world’s 
gravest challenges – from eliminating poverty and hunger to reversing 
climate change. Yet, in only a brief period of time, the precipitous 
spread of the novel coronavirus turned a public health emergency 
into one of the worst international crises of our lifetimes, changing 
the world as we know it. The Sustainable Development Goals Report 
2020 presents an overview of progress towards the SDGs before 
the pandemic started, but it also looks at some of the devastating 
initial impacts of COVID-19 on specific Goals and targets. The report 
was prepared by the United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs in collaboration with over 200 experts from more 
than 40 international agencies using the latest available data and 
estimates.

No area has been spared the effects of the pandemic 

One third of the way into our SDG journey, the world is not on track 
to achieve the global Goals by 2030. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, 
progress had been uneven, and more focused attention was needed 
in most areas. The pandemic abruptly disrupted implementation 
towards many of the SDGs and, in some cases, turned back decades 
of progress. 

The crisis has touched all segments of the population, all sectors of 
the economy, and all areas of the world. Not surprisingly, it is affecting 
the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people the most. It has 
exposed harsh and profound inequalities in our societies and is further 
exacerbating existing disparities within and among countries. 

Forecasts indicate that the pandemic will push 71 million people back 
into extreme poverty in 2020, in what would be the first rise in global 
poverty since 1998. Many of these people are workers in the informal 
economy, whose incomes dropped by 60 per cent in the first month 
of the crisis. Half of the global workforce – 1.6 billion people – support 
themselves and their families through insecure and often unsafe 
jobs in the informal economy, and have been significantly affected. 
The impacts of COVID-19 are also increasing the vulnerability of the 
world’s one billion slum dwellers, who already suffer from inadequate 
housing with limited or no access to basic infrastructure and services. 

Older persons, persons with disabilities, migrants and refugees 
are more likely to experience severe effects from COVID-19 due to 
their specific health and socioeconomic circumstances. Similarly, 
the pandemic is taking a toll on the world’s women and children. 
Disrupted health care and limited access to food and nutrition 
services could result in hundreds of thousands of additional under-5 
deaths and tens of thousands of additional maternal deaths in 2020. 
About 70 countries reported moderate-to-severe disruptions or a 
total suspension of childhood vaccination services during March and 
April 2020. Many countries have seen a surge in reports of domestic 
violence against women and children. Millions of unintended 
pregnancies can be expected as tens of millions of women are unable 
to access family planning supplies and services. 

School closures kept 90 per cent of students out of school and 
caused over 370 million children to miss out on school meals this 
spring. Prolonged absence from school results in lower retention 

and graduation rates and worsens learning outcomes. It also has an 
adverse effect on the social and behavioural development of children 
and youth. As more families fall into extreme poverty, children in poor 
and disadvantaged communities are at much greater risk of child 
labour, child marriage and child trafficking. In fact, the global gains 
in reducing child labour are likely to be reversed for the first time in 
20 years. In short, the crisis is having life-altering consequences for 
millions of children and youth worldwide.

The economic impacts of the crisis are equally sobering: the world is 
now facing its worst recession in generations. Even the most advanced 
and developed countries are struggling to cope with the health, social 
and economic fallout of the pandemic, but the poorest and most 
disadvantaged countries will inevitably be hit the hardest. Estimates 
suggest that world trade will plunge by 13 to 32 per cent, foreign 
direct investment will decline by up to 40 per cent, and remittances 
to low- and middle-income countries will fall by 20 per cent in 2020. 
Many poorer countries are already experiencing acute food insecurity. 
All of these external shocks, together with job losses, fragile health 
systems, insufficient basic services and low coverage of social 
protection systems have aggravated their vulnerabilities. Without 
support from the international community, the crisis could destabilize 
the economies of already impoverished nations. 

We must hold firm in our convictions

There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development to its very core. However, we 
must hold firm in our convictions and not let the crisis derail our 
hopes and ambitions. In fact, the principles on which the SDGs were 
established are key to building back better in the post-COVID-19 
recovery. The continued pursuit of these universal Goals will keep 
Governments focused on growth, but also on inclusion, equity and 
sustainability. Our collective response to the pandemic can serve as 
a “warm-up” for our preparedness in preventing an even larger crisis 
– that is, global climate change, whose effects are already becoming 
all too familiar. Governments and businesses should heed the lessons 
learned from this wake-up call to formulate the kinds of transitions 
needed to build a healthier, more resilient and more sustainable world. 
Central to such transitions are timely and disaggregated data and 
statistics, from which effective and equitable measures and policies 
can be shaped.

In September 2020, the United Nations will commemorate its 
seventy-fifth anniversary amidst extraordinary global challenges. 
While commitment to the purpose and principles of the United 
Nations and the 2030 Agenda remains strong, the COVID-19 
pandemic is a vivid reminder of the need for global cooperation and 
solidarity. We must strengthen and combine our efforts to leave no 
one behind and to forge the transformative pathways needed to create 
a more livable world. 

 

 
Liu Zhenmin 

Under-Secretary-General  
for Economic and Social Affairs 
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Overview

+71 million people are pushed
into extreme poverty in 2020

Before Covid-19

End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Covid-19 Implications

the first increasE
COVID-19 causes

in global poverty in decades

Young workers are

twice as likely to be
living in extreme poverty

as adult workers (2019)

(from 63 countries in 2018)

$23.6 BILLION
direct economic losses 

4 billion people
did not benefit

from any form of
social protection in 2016

The world
was off track to
end poverty by 2030

2010

15.7%

10%
8.2%

2015 2019 2030

6%

Natural disasters
exacerbate poverty
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among children arE

Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

End hunger, achieve food security and improved 
nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture

The pandemic is an additional

Stunting and wasting
Food insecurity was

already on the rise

Population affected
by moderate or severe

food insecurity

2019

25.9%

2014

22.4%

threat to food systems

Conflict

CLIMATE SHOCKS

COVID-19

LOCUST
crisis

21.3% 
of children 
under 5 
ARE stunted

(144 million)

6.9% 
of children 
under 5 
ARE AFFECTED
by wasting 

(47 million)

(2019)

likely to worsen

comprising 40%–85%
of all food producers
in developing regions

Small-scale
food producers

are hit hard
by the crisis
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages

Progress in many health
areas continued, but 

needs acceleration

tuberculosis

hivchild health

maternal health

immunizations

Hundreds of thousands of additional
under-5 deaths MAY be expected in 2020

Healthcare disruptions could

reverse decades
of improvements

The pandemic has 

interrupted 
childhood 
immunization 
programmes 
in around 
70 countries

Illness and deaths
from communicable diseases

will spike

Service cancellations 
will lead to 

100% increase
in malaria deaths
in sub-Saharan Africa

is covered by
essential health services

less than half
of the global population

(2017)
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

Progress towards

inclusive and equitable quality
education was too slow

Over 200 million children will
still be out of school in 2030

School closures kept
90% of all students out of school

reversing years of progress on education

Inequalities in education are

exacerbated by COVID-19

79% in richest 34% in pOOREST
20% of households

In low-income countries,
children's school completion rate is

20% of households

Remote learning remains
out of reach for

at least
500 million students

Only 65% of primary schools
have basic handwashing facilities
critical for COVID-19 prevention
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Women
must be represented fairly

in pandemic-related leadership roles

Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls

Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Despite improvements,
full gender equality

remains unreached

Lockdowns are increasing the risk of
violence against women and girls

Cases of domestic violence 
have increased by 30%

in some countries

physical sexual PSYCHOLOGICAL

Women are on the front lines 
of fighting the coronavirus

women account for 70%
of health and social workers

25% 
in national 

parliaments

36% 
in local 

government 
(2020) (2020)

Women already spend about three times as many hours
in unpaid domestic and care work as men

Fewer girls are forced into early marriage 

more women are in leadership roles

Women represent

Women bear additional household burdens
during the pandemic
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Some countries experience 
a funding gap of 61% for achieving 
water and sanitation targets

Despite progress,

billions still lack 
water and sanitation services

Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all

2.2 billion people
lack safely managed 

drinking water

4.2 billion people
lack safely managed

sanitation

Two in five 
health care facilities 

worldwide have 
no 

soap and water or 
alcohol-based 

hand rub 
(2016)

Water scarcity 
could displace 
 700 million people 
by 2030

(2017) (2017)

3 billion 
people worldwide 

lack basic handwashing 
facilities at home

the most effective method for 
COVID-19 prevention
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share of

renewables
in total energy 
consumption

Stepped-up efforts
in renewable energy

Affordable and reliable ENERGY 

17%

Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern energy for all

Financial flows to developing countries
for renewable energy are increasing

is critical for health facilities

are needed

 (2017) 

 (2017) 

$21.4
BILLION

12%BUT
ONLY

GOES TO
LDCs

789 million
people lack
electricity
(2018)

Efforts need scaling up
on sustainable energy

NOT ELECTRIFIED1 in 4 
In some developing countries (2018)

Energy efficiency
improvement rate
falls short of

3% NEEDED

1.7%
(2017)
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment and decent work for all

Global economic growth 
was slowing down

2.0%
GDP per capita growth 

(2010–2018)

GDP
per

Capita
The world faces the 
worst economic recession 
since the Great Depression

GDP per capita
expected to decline

by 4.2% in 2020

During the pandemic 
1.6 billion workers 
in the informal economy 
risk losing their livelihoods

COVID-19 could cause the equivalent of 
400 million job losses in second quarter of 2020

Tourism 
is facing 
unprecedented 
challenges

International
tourist arrivals

with COVID-19 
2020 SCENARIOS

-1140 million 

-850 million 

1.5%
GDP per capita growth 

(2019)
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation

Manufacturing growth 
was declining 

due to tariffs and trade tensions

The aviation industry has suffered 
the steepest decline in history

Air passenger numbers fell by 51% 
from January to May 2020

Financing for 
  small-scale industries 
is needed for their survival 
through the crisis

  Investment in R&D 
is growing but needs 
to accelerate

Only 35% 
have access 
to credit in 
developing 
countries 
(2006–2018)

 2010  2017

$1.4 trillion 
(2010)

$2.2 trillion 
(2017)

Fewer than 1 in 5 people 
use the internet in LDCs (2019)

(COMPARED TO THE SAME PERIOD IN 2019)
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Reduce inequality within and 
among countries

Income inequality 
was falling in some countries

The Gini index measures income inequality and ranges from 0 to 100, 
where 0 indicates that income is shared equally among all people, and
100 indicates that one person accounts for all income

Gini Index fell 
in 38 out of 84 countries 

(2010–2017)

The most vulnerable groups 
are being hit hardest by the pandemic

Older persons Persons with 
disabilities

children women migrants and 
refugees

Global recession
could squeeze

development aid to
developing countries

Resource flows for development 

$420
billion

(2017)

$271
billion

(2018)

54%

of countries 
with data have a 

comprehensive set of 
migration policies
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable

Share of urban population 
living in slums 

rose to 24% in 2018

Over 90% 
of COVID-19 
cases are in 
 urban areas

Only half 
the world’s urban 
population has 
 convenient access 
to public transport 
(2019)

500–1000 meters
distance

47% of population live within 400 metres
walking distance to open public spaces

  Air pollution   
caused 4.2 million 
premature deaths 

in 2016

400m
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns

The world continues to 
use natural resources

unsustainably

Global material 
footprint 

73.2 billion
Metric tons

Global material 
footprint 

85.9 billion
Metric tons

The pandemic offers an opportunity to 

develop recovery plans 
THAT BUILD A MORE SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

 From 2017 to 2019, 
79 countries and the 
European Union reported 
at least one policy to 
promote Sustainable 
Consumption and Production

Electronic 
waste 
grew by 
38%
but 
less than 
20% 
is recycled
(2010–2019)

Rising 
fossil fuel subsidies 
are contributing to 

the climate crisis

$318 
billion

(2015)

$427 
billion

(2018)

Harvesting Transport Storage processing

 of food is lost in supply chains (2016)
13.8%

2010 2017
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts

Global community shies away
from commitments required
to reverse  the climate crisis

2019 was the
second warmest year

on record

Global temperatures 
are projected to rise 
by up to 3.2°C by 2100

FloodsMassive wildfires HurricanesDroughts 

investment in

fossil fuels
continues to be higher
than investment in
climate activites

Climate change continues to 
exacerbate the frequency and
severity of  natural disasters 

affecting more than 
39 million people 

in 2018

Only 85 countries 
have national 

disaster risk
reduction strategies 

aligned to the 
Sendai Framework

still short of 7.6% annual 
reduction required to limit 
global warming to 1.5°C

COVID-19 may result in a
6% drop in greenhouse 
gas emissions for 2020

GHG

CLIMATE FINANCE:

200

0
fossil
fuel

2016

global climate
finance

400

600

800

$781
billion $681

billion
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, sea and 
marine resources for sustainable development

sustainable fisheries
contribute to gdp

10x

1.55%

1.11%

small island
developing states
in oceania

the global average

least 
developed
countries

Ocean acidification continues to 
threaten marine environments and 

ecosystem services 

A 100–150% rise 
in ocean acidity is projected by 2100, 

affecting half of all marine life

The drastic reduction in human activity
brought about by COVID-19

may be a chance for oceans to recuperate

97 countries signed the Agreement on Port State Measures, 
the first binding international agreement 
on illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing

Global marine key 
biodiversity areas 
covered by protected 
areas increased

30.5%

2000 2015 2019

44.8% 46.0%

pH acidity
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification,  
and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

The world is 
falling short on 2020 targets 

to halt biodiversity loss

Over 31,000 species
are threatened with 

extinction

27% of over 116,000 
assessed species in 

the IUCN Red List

Wildlife trafficking disrupts 
ecosystems and contributes to 
the spread of infectious diseases

Pangolins are possibly the
intermediary animal that
transferred the coronavirus

The equivalent of
370,000 pangolins
were seized globally (2014–2018)

Forest areas 
continue to decline 
at an alarming rate, 
driven mainly by 
agricultural expansion

Two billion hectares
of land on Earth are

degraded, affecting some
3.2 billion people, 

driving species to extinction
and intensifying 
climate change

Only a third of 113 countries were on track 
to achieve their national target to integrate 
biodiversity into national planning

Each year, 
10 million hectares of forest 
are destroyed (2015–2020)

which is
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels

Every day,
100 civilians are killed 

in armed conflicts

despite protections 
under international law

COVID-19 implications further threaten 
global peace and security

60% of countries have prison overcrowding, 
risking the spread of COVID-19 

127 countries 

have adopted 
right-to-information 

or 
freedom-of-information 

laws 
Already in 2019, the number of people fleeing war, 
persecution and conflict exceeded 79.5 million, 
the highest level ever recorded

The global homicide rate 
has declined slowly

translating to 
440,000 homicide victims 

worldwide

5.9
per 100,000 
population

(2015)

5.8 
per 100,000 
population

(2018)
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Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 
the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development

from 2018
1.3%

net ODA 
totalled 

$147.4 billion 
in 2019

 almost
unchanged
from 2018

rose by

but aid 
to Africa

from 2018
2.6%

rose by

and aid to 
the LDCs

International funding for 
data and statistics 

was $690 million in 2017 

only 
half the level
it needs to be50%

Remittances 
to low- and middle-income countries – 

an economic lifeline 
for many poor households – 

are projected to fall

$554 billion in   2019 $445 billion in   2020

Global foreign 
direct investment 
is expected to 
decline by up to 40% 
in 2020

fixed-broadband
subscriptions 

per 100 inhabitants in 2019

Developed
countries

33.6

Developing 
countries 

11.2



 Overview23

Before Covid-19

Covid-19 Implications

Leaving no one behind

Children are regularly exposed to 
multiple forms of violence

Nearly
8 in 10 children   

(1-14 years)

An estimated 
379 million children 
missed school meals 

because of 
school closures 

during the pandemic

The global gains in 
reducing child labour 

are likely 
to be reversed 

for the first time 
in 20 years

  80-year-olds 
are dying from 
coronavirus at
         5X 
the average rate

Existing patterns of 
discrimination 
may be entrenched 
by the crisis

3 in 10 people 
with disabilities have 
experienced discrimination 
(2014–2019)

suffered from
psychological or 

physical aggression 
at home

based on data from 69 countries, 
mostly low- and middle-income countries

Almost one third 
of detected 
trafficking 
victims are 

children 
(2016) 

The well-being of millions of children
and youth will be affected by the crisis
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Promote peaceful and 
inclusive societies 
for sustainable 
development, provide 
access to justice for 
all and build effective, 
accountable and 

inclusive institutions at all levels

Conflict, insecurity, weak institutions and limited access to justice 
remain threats to sustainable development. In 2019, the number of 
people fleeing war, persecution and conflict exceeded 79.5 million, the 
highest level recorded since these statistics have been systematically 
collected. One in four children continues to be deprived of legal 
identity through lack of birth registration, often limiting their ability 
to exercise rights in other areas. The COVID-19 pandemic threatens 
to amplify and exploit fragilities across the globe. In March 2020, 

the Secretary-General launched an appeal for an immediate 
global ceasefire to aid in the delivery of humanitarian assistance 
and open channels for diplomacy, in particular for those most 
vulnerable to COVID-19. The measure is being met with support, but 
implementation challenges still exist. 

Every day, 100 civilians – including women and children – are killed in armed conflicts despite protections 
under international law 

Under international law, civilians are to be protected in armed 
conflicts. Yet, at least 106,806 civilian deaths were recorded by the 
United Nations in 12 of the world’s deadliest armed conflicts between 
2015 and 2017. This translates to an average of 11.9 civilian deaths 
per 100,000 population each year; one in eight of those deaths was 
a woman or child. Most of the civilian deaths were caused by heavy 
weapons and explosive munitions, followed by planted explosives and 
unexploded ordnance. More than 20,000 civilians were killed or injured 
in 10 conflicts in 2019, which is only a fraction of the actual total. 

The threat of COVID-19 is greater in situations of armed conflict, 
where fighting has ravaged health systems, displaced people and 
forced them to live in overcrowded conditions with marginal or no 
access to basic services. The terrible suffering of civilians could be 
significantly reduced if parties to conflict respected international 
humanitarian and human rights laws. More must be done to prevent, 
reduce and resolve ongoing conflicts.

Stronger efforts are needed to reduce the global homicide rate, which is dropping too slowly 

The global rate of intentional homicides has declined slowly – from 
6.8 per 100,000 population in 2000 to 5.9 in 2015 and 5.8 in 2018. 
This translates to approximately 440,000 homicide victims worldwide 
(81 per cent male and 19 per cent female) each year. Two thirds of 
homicide victims live in sub-Saharan Africa (36 per cent) and Latin 
America and the Caribbean (33 per cent). To significantly reduce 
all forms of violence, stronger efforts are needed to cut the global 
homicide rate. If 2015–2018 trends continue, the rate per 100,000 
population would stand at around 5.2 in 2030, an overall decrease of 
about 12 per cent. 

Policies adopted by Governments subsequent to the COVID-19 
pandemic have had different impacts on homicide prevalence in 
various countries. Trends suggest that lockdown measures have 
hardly affected violence in Latin American countries with high levels of 
homicides, but the intense lockdown measures in European countries 
with low levels of homicide seem to have drastically reduced violence. 
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Children are regularly exposed to multiple forms of violence, many of which are unrecognized and unreported

Children are subject to various forms 
of violence – physical punishment and 
psychological aggression, trafficking 
and sexual violence. 

Violent forms of discipline are 
widespread, despite their detrimental 
and often long-lasting impact. Nearly 
eight in ten children from 1 to 14 years 
of age were subjected to some form of 

psychological aggression and/or physical punishment at home in the 
previous month in 69 (mostly low- and middle-income) countries with 
available data from 2012 to 2019. 

Trafficking of children is a global problem, mostly associated with 
sexual exploitation, but also forced labour. In 2016, children accounted 
for almost one third of detected trafficking victims worldwide 
(23 per cent were girls and 7 per cent were boys). Large areas of 
impunity for this crime still exist, even though most countries have 
comprehensive trafficking-in-persons legislation in place. However, 
the number of convictions has recently started to increase in response 
to improvements in detection.

Sexual violence, one of the most disturbing violations of children’s 
rights, is widely underreported. A lack of comparable data also limits 
understanding of the full extent of the problem. In slightly more than 
one in four countries with comparable data, at least 5 per cent of 
women between 18 and 29 years of age reported experiencing sexual 
violence in childhood. 

The impact of COVID-19 on children’s risk of exposure to violence 
and exploitation due to lockdowns and associated school closures, 
which have affected the majority of children globally, is still largely 
unknown. Some countries have seen a surge in reports of violence 
against children at home. In addition, use of the Internet for remote 
learning may increase children’s exposure to cyberbullying, risky 
online behaviour and online predators. 

All of these forms of violence can have devastating and lifelong 
implications for millions of children worldwide. Urgent actions 
are needed to advocate for and invest in effective child protection 
solutions. 

Exposure to COVID-19 is among the many inhumane conditions faced by those who are incarcerated, often 
unsentenced

Access to justice for all should ensure a fair trial within a reasonably 
short period of time. However, 31 per cent of prisoners worldwide are 
being held in detention having been being sentenced for a crime – a 
level that has not declined since 2005. Significant increases over the 
past three years were recorded in all regions of Asia and in Oceania. 

Prison overcrowding remains a serious problem in many countries, 
often leading to inhumane conditions, violation of human rights, 
violence among prisoners and reduced prospects for rehabilitation. 
Overcrowding is accelerating the spread of COVID-19 across jails and 
prisons worldwide due to cramped quarters, and the frequent lack of 
protective gear and access to adequate health care. Of 190 countries 
worldwide with available data, almost 60 per cent had prison 
populations exceeding prison capacity; 13 per cent of countries had 
between 120 per cent and 149 per cent of capacity, and 28 per cent 
had 150 per cent of capacity or more. 

Human rights defenders, journalists and trade 
unionists are too often targets of violent attacks 

Across all regions, people defending the human rights and 
fundamental freedoms of others are the targets of violent attacks. 
From 2015 to 2019, the United Nations recorded at least 1,940 
killings and 106 enforced disappearances of human rights defenders, 
journalists and trade unionists across 81 countries, with over half 
of killings occurring in Latin America and the Caribbean. In 2019, 
357 killings and 30 enforced disappearances were reported in 
47 countries. While the 2019 toll constitutes the lowest number 
of killings of journalists per year in over a decade, journalists are 
increasingly experiencing verbal and physical attacks, including online, 
in connection with their work. Women journalists in particular are 
targeted by online harassment. This is underscored by a marked rise 
in widespread hostile rhetoric directed at the media and journalists. 

More countries now have freedom-of-information 
laws, but their implementation could be stepped up 

The right to information held by public authorities is an integral 
aspect of freedom of expression and serves as a mechanism to 
support government openness and accountability as well as enhanced 
empowerment and equality among all social groups. Progress is 
being made in ensuring this right through policies and binding laws. 
Such laws have now been adopted by 127 countries, with at least 27 
adopting guarantees since 2014. However, of 73 public authorities 
surveyed, only 58 per cent provided specialized training on the right 
to information for their information officers. The same percentage 
reported publishing guidelines for requests for the public. Survey 
results indicate that oversight and appeals bodies (as opposed to 
multi-purpose bodies) should be essential components of access-to-
information law enforcement and specialized entities. 

Proportion of countries where prisoners outnumber prison capacity, 2018 or 
latest year (percentage)
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Everything we do during and after this 
crisis [COVID-19] must be with a strong 
focus on building more equal, inclusive 
and sustainable economies and societies 
that are more resilient in the face of 
pandemics, climate change, and the 
many other global challenges we face .

— António GUTERRES 
Secretary-General of the United Nations
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