
 

 World Environment Day: Stay Focused on UN Sustainable Development Goals for Asia’s recovery -
Economic recovery plans must not lose focus on sustainability 
 
By Kawal Preet, President, AMEA, FedEx Express 
 
Asia’s short to medium-term recovery is clearly focused on getting people safely back to work and 
economies up and running again. 
 
But we must also think about longer-term UN Sustainable Development Goals in COVID-19 recovery 
plans, and not lose sight of another great threat – environmental risks, and how to ensure 
sustainability. 
 
1. The world is different - and we must seize the moment  

 
For the first time, the World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Report this year showed environmental 
issues dominating risk concerns for the future.1 Those concerns remain even with the temporary 
reduction in air pollution2 and CO2 emissions3 due to lockdowns around the world. We must find 
sustainable, innovative solutions to permanently minimize our environmental footprint and improve 
quality of life. 
 
COVID-19 disruption has changed our world by teaching us how to prepare, how to mobilize and 
how to change direction quickly. 
 
We have been increasing agility across Asia wherever we can – creating capacity, making network 
changes, and finding dedicated space for urgent shipments.    
 
But we must go further. Globally, health concerns have kept many people at home and made us 
reassess everything from the nature of work to consumer behavior. How can we turn this behavioral 
change into long-term benefits for the environment?  
 
For a start, expect to see a wider adoption of remote working – less commuting and more 
teleconferencing. Such practices don’t just pave the way for a green recovery – they can lead to a 
broader uptake of more sustainable living.4 For instance, we’ve already seen more cycle lanes open 
up in cities around the world,5 supporting a cleaner environment and healthier societies. 
 
Companies too are looking at risk management from a changed viewpoint,6 and responding to an 
increasing community desire for more sustainable consumption.7     
 
2. A new way of working on a macro level  
 
We are also witnessing greater collaboration and a unified way of working. 
 
As countries and regions work to maintain business continuity and scale response, what’s impressive 
is the speed at which institutions, businesses and communities have kept commerce and aid moving 
in such unprecedented times.  
 

 
1 https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2020 and WEF press materials including 
https://www.weforum.org/press/2020/01/burning-planet-climate-fires-and-political-flame-wars-rage 
2 https://www.sbs.com.au/news/how-the-coronavirus-crisis-is-helping-improve-the-environment-across-the-world 
3 Study cited in Nature Climate Change, May 19, 2020 - https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0797-x  
4 Institute for the Japan-based Global Environmental Strategies (IGES), https://www.iges.or.jp/en/pub/covid19-e/en and 
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200513005941/en/%C2%A0Implications-COVID-19-Environment-Sustainability 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/11/world-cities-turn-their-streets-over-to-walkers-and-cyclists  
6 WEF Global Risk Report, 2020 https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2020 and press materials including 
https://www.weforum.org/press/2020/01/burning-planet-climate-fires-and-political-flame-wars-rage 
7 World Economic Forum:COVID-19 Risks Outlook: A Preliminary Mapping and its Implications, May 2020 
  https://www.weforum.org/reports/covid-19-risks-outlook-a-preliminary-mapping-and-its-implications 
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Everywhere, public-private partnerships are accelerating the delivery of critical medical supplies and 
equipment internationally – with FedEx alone moving more than 4 million masks and 4 million 
COVID-19 test swabs to impacted areas since January8.  
 
We’ve crossed a threshold in the role of institutions, businesses and communities – all interacting 
for the greater good to provide relief. The next step must build on that spirit of collaboration to 
create and multiply better environmental outcomes and opportunities.  
 
It’s been done before. Korea embraced green growth as a national strategy after the 2008-09 global 
financial crisis, making big investments in energy efficiency, clean energy, and sustainable transport.9 
 
Likewise, the World Bank sees post-pandemic investment as a good opportunity to support green 
infrastructure projects10, ranging from electric vehicle charging points to more energy-efficient 
buildings.11  
 
Business too must continue to invest in sustainable projects – it’s the right thing to do, and it makes 
good economic sense. For instance, FedEx sustainability efforts contributed to an approximate 40 
percent reduction in CO2 emissions intensity across the enterprise over 10 years to 2019, a period in 
which revenue grew by 96 percent.12 
 
We also have an opportunity to multiply opportunities more broadly, by empowering others. Since 
environment is a strategic focus for FedEx, we support companies creating broader solutions to 
environmental challenges. One example is Indigo Agriculture, a five-year old start-up with a mission 
to improve environmental sustainability and grower profits using digital technology13, that topped 
CNBC’s Disruptor 50 list14 in 2019.  
 
3. Reassessing what matters most  
 
Which brings us to ‘purpose’. Today’s business models are about much more than bottom-line 
efficiency – they must clearly define purpose and mission.  
 
In times of crisis and widespread change, people are focusing more on what matters most. And 
material consumption isn’t top of their list.  
 
Investors and customers increasingly expect companies to contribute to futureproofing our planet. 
They want a sharp focus on greener product, on customer needs, on the environment.  
 
In focusing on what matters most to us and to our customers at FedEx, it’s all about connecting the 
world responsibly.  
 
For instance, more sustainable packaging is on the rise, with the pharma sector now using our 
temperature-controlled re-usable “packaging-as-a-service” as a recyclable rent-and-return solution.  
 
Such green initiatives and our focus on corporate social responsibility play a critical role in business 
success. So we are constantly re-evaluating the potential opportunities most important to us, our 
stakeholders and to society, and how they align with UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
 

 
8 https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200408005494/en/FedEx-Activates-Project-Airbridge-Operation-Expands-COVID-19 
9 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2012/05/09/Korea-s-Global-Commitment-to-Green-Growth.print 
10 https://blogs.worldbank.org/climatechange/thinking-ahead-sustainable-recovery-covid-19-coronavirus 
11 https://blogs.worldbank.org/climatechange/thinking-ahead-sustainable-recovery-covid-19-coronavirus 
12 http://sustainability.fedex.com/FedEx_2020_Global_Citizenship_Report.pdf 
13 https://dailymemphian.com/article/9830/fedex-invests-in-indigo-ag 
14 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/05/15/indigo-ag-improving-yields-with-microbes-satellite-imaging.html 
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While reports like that of the UN’s Asia Pacific SDG Progress Report15 note the region still has some 
way to go to achieve those goals by 203016, there are opportunities to accelerate progress, not least 
a strong base from which to create greener, sustainable cities with increasing digital connectivity. 
 
In fact, the next few years could be a good time to invest in new technology. As people reassess their 
lives and businesses post COVID-19, opportunities for innovation are set to grow in more digitally-
connected sustainable businesses.17 
 
Already, Asian economies are known for enthusiastic new tech adoption, and Asia Pacific leads the 
world in battery electric vehicle sales.18  
 
One example in our industry is dynamic route optimization, which provides near-real-time data that 
service providers can use to plan efficient delivery routes, flexing both the vehicle mix and workforce 
to accommodate increases in small and large packages. 
 
4. Reduce, Replace, Revolutionize - Our Sustainable Approach  
 
For us, our Reduce, Replace, Revolutionize approach to sustainability covers four areas – aircraft 
efficiency, vehicle efficiency, sustainable facilities, and sustainable materials and recycling.  
 
We don’t have to reinvent the wheel – many green tech solutions already exist. 
 
Safety and efficiency advances in transportation technology, such as the use of robotics and drone 
technology, will continue to revolutionize package delivery. 
 
Contactless delivery has already arrived, and will include digitally-enabled delivery trends like Roxo, 
the FedEx Same Day Bot. In fact, we might even see Roxo walking alongside cyclists and pedestrians 
in Asian cities of the future. 
 
What’s more, efficient air and ground hubs are critical to sustainability. Green facilities, such as one 
station in southern Malaysia, use rainwater harvesting and energy-saving solar panels to minimize 
environmental impact. 
 
We are constantly working to multiply these kinds of efficiencies across Asia Pacific, Middle East and 
Africa for people, for economies, and for the environment.  
 
In what may be the greatest economic downturn in generations, that’s more important than ever – 
so expect to see more companies re-thinking strategy, and re-evaluating mission and ‘purpose’. 19 
 
We are very clear about ours. As an essential business operating on the front line in such 
extraordinary times, our purpose-driven mission remains firm – to connect the world responsibly 
and resourcefully, with sustainability at the heart. Our future depends on it.   

 
15 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/ESCAP_Asia_and_the_Pacific_SDG_Progress_Report_2019.pdf 
16 https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/asia-and-the-pacific-ready-for-takeoff-towards-the-sustainable-development-goals/ 
17 https://www.afr.com/technology/square-peg-bets-on-post-covid-19-innovation-boom-with-new-hire-20200501-p54p45 
18 https://www.statista.com/topics/5654/electric-vehicles-in-asia-pacific/ 
19 https://www.fastcompany.com/90499677/how-businesses-can-make-positive-change-during-the-pandemic  
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