
Kishida announced that Japan would be 
contributing a further $100 million to the 
Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund, which is 
meant to help build the ASEAN community. 
The government also published a new plan 
to maintain a free and open Indo-Pacific 
region, clearly expressing its intention to fur-
ther strengthen efforts in Southeast Asia.

In early June, Tokyo was the setting for 
ASEAN-Japan Business Week. Japanese 
companies have long done business in 
the ASEAN region, which has been both a 
market for their products and a location 
from which to produce them. Under the 
theme of “Toward Innovative and Sustain-
able Growth,” the overarching goal of the 
event was for Japanese and ASEAN busi-
ness communities to discuss and formu-
late the future direction of ASEAN-Japan 
economic relations.

Numerous other celebratory events 
have already been held or are slated to 
take place around Japan, and naturally the 
half-centenary will also be feted around 
ASEAN. All told, for Japan, this celebration 
of the organization’s founding presents 
a reminder of the commonalities in their 
perspectives. Both Japan and ASEAN share 
the view that, among other things, they 
should promote a rules-based Indo-Pacific 
region that is free and open, embraces key 
ASEAN principles, and complements the 
community-building process.

Looking forward, Japan will continue 
working together with ASEAN, which is 
celebrating its 56th anniversary,  to tackle 
challenges that both parties share, including 
climate change, digitalization and gover-
nance for artificial intelligence.
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2023 marks a half century since the first offi-
cial ties were established between Japan and 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. 
In fact, Japan was the first country in the 
world to start a dialogue with ASEAN. 

Over those 50 years, and despite such 
challenges as the recent COVID-19 pan-
demic, Japan has built up and maintained 
the strong economic and diplomatic inter-
ests across the Southeast Asian region that 
have fortified its history of involvement and 
partnership with ASEAN.

Today, the relationship between Japan 
and ASEAN has been described as a “Golden 
Friendship,” and as one that has the poten-
tial to create a “Golden Era of Opportuni-
ties.” Against such a backdrop, Japan and 
ASEAN together have deemed 2023 to be 
the 50th Year of ASEAN-Japan Friendship 
and Cooperation.

The 10 nations that currently make up 
ASEAN — Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam — are 
home to 673 million people who pro-
duced a total gross domestic product of 
$3.34 trillion as of 2021, according to the 
Foreign Ministry.

Mindful of the potential and possibilities 
that working with this trade bloc offers — 
Foreign Minister Yoshimasa Hayashi has 
said ASEAN is Japan’s largest investment 
destination in East Asia — the Japanese gov-
ernment has been working for some time 
to build a cooperative relationship with 
ASEAN aimed at peace, stability, develop-

ment and prosperity. For example, some 
four decades ago in 1981, the government 
and ASEAN jointly founded the ASEAN-
Japan Centre — an intergovernmental 
group that to this day continues to promote 
investment, tourism and other initiatives 
between the ASEAN states and Japan.

Over the decades since, Japan has worked 
within this relationship “to realize a secure, 
prosperous and free economy and society 
through fair and mutually beneficial eco-
nomic co-creation.” In the short term, it has 
sought to achieve this by strengthening 
its co-creation efforts with the public and 
private sectors throughout Southeast Asia. 
Over the long term, the government’s hope 

has been that, rather than highlighting one 
or another individual party’s efforts, ASEAN-
Japan cooperation will instead demonstrate 
“what kind of society we can build together.”

In this 50th anniversary year, the Japan-
ASEAN connection remains a strong one, 
and numerous events have been scheduled 
to commemorate these ties. 

On March 28, Tokyo hosted the 38th 
ASEAN-Japan Forum. Held annually since 
1977, this year the forum saw the senior 
officials particularly focused on exchanging 
views about ASEAN-Japan relations ahead 
of the ASEAN-Japan Commemorative Sum-
mit in December.

That same month, Prime Minister Fumio 
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As we celebrate 
the 56th anniver-
sary of the Associ-
ation of Southeast 
Asian Nations dec-
laration, signed 
on Aug. 8, 1967, 
we remember that 
it envisioned a 
collective aspira-

tion for regional cooperation, economic 
integration and cultural exchanges and 
inspired a collective vision for a prosper-
ous future within ASEAN. 

Today is significant as we reflect on the 
shared values, economic collaborations, 
and aspirations that unite the region and 
Japan. While this year marks the 50th 
year of ASEAN-Japan friendship and 
cooperation, the ASEAN-Japan Centre 
acknowledges that this partnership will 
become even more imperative in the 
coming years.

The key for the next era of ASEAN-
Japan relations — geopolitically, eco-
nomically and in terms of security 
— would be the power of youth. Passion, 
creativity and unwavering dedication 
among young people hold immense 
potential to fundamentally transform 
the world toward a sustainable future. 
Embracing inclusivity and diversity is 
the foundation for a sustainable society. 
To accomplish this, it is crucial to hear 
the unique perspectives and innovative 

thinking of young people and establish 
support systems and programs to nur-
ture and empower their ideas for trans-
formative solutions.

To that end, the AJC offers programs 
that support young people’s ideas and 
innovative thinking. Recently, we hosted 
the ASEAN-Japan Young Environmental 
Leaders Network, where people aged 15 
to 18 applied with ideas to solve plastic 
pollution, and organized the Indo-Pacific 
Hackathon Japan-ASEAN Youth Strives 
for Circulation event, which drew more 
than 100 applications from  enthusiasts 
in both ASEAN  and Japan. By fostering a 
co-creative partnership between ASEAN 
and Japanese youth, and leveraging our 
combined innovation and entrepre-
neurial spirit, both regions can utilize 
their strengths and resources to address 
pressing challenges. This collective effort 
has the potential to not only impact the 
regions involved, but also shape the pres-
ent and future world.

May the spirit of collaboration lead us 
toward a prosperous and peaceful future.

Youth crucial to sustainability

The Indo-Pacific Hackathon Japan-ASEAN 
Youth Strives for Circulation event was held 
in Jakarta on June 22.   ASEAN-JAPAN CENTRE

Prime Minister Fumio Kishida (fifth from left) and his counterparts from the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations pose for a group photo at the beginning of the Japan-ASEAN summit on 
Nov. 12, in Phnom Penh.   POOL PHOTO / KYODO
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Singapore has gone from a mudflat swamp 
with fishing villages to an island metrop-
olis boasting one of the world’s highest 
incomes and population densities-in a little 
more than 150 years. It’s going to have to go 
through a different kind of transformation in 
less than 30 years, if it’s to meet its newly set 
goal of reaching net-zero emissions by 2050.

The formula to reach net-zero requires a 
country to move to carbon-free energy sources 
and capture any residual emissions that it can-
not fully mitigate. But building renewables 
like solar and wind requires a lot of land, one 
thing Singapore doesn’t have. That’s why the 
country has floated the idea of importing 
renewable energy from other nations (even as 
far as Australia) through long undersea cables. 
But the high cost and technical hurdles behind 
such ideas means they have yet to fully come 
to fruition. The watchdog Climate Action 
Tracker currently rates the island country’s 
climate plan “critically insufficient.”

While Singapore’s game plan has its crit-
ics, it’s made progress in several pockets that 
many small-island countries can learn from. 
Singapore has deployed and scaled up some 
of the technologies that will prove crucial for 
any island country’s survival in the 21st cen-
tury. Last month, we got to tour a number 
of them.

District cooling
Five floors below the luxury shops at Marina 
Bay Sands, SP Group runs a giant cooler. It 
provides cooling to dozens of skyscrapers 
and developments in the vicinity, saving 
a huge amount of premium space in each 
building that would otherwise be taken by 
air conditioning equipment.

Crucially, the bigger a cooling network, 
the more energy efficient it can be. In one 
test, when SP Group connected an exist-
ing building with its own cooling system, 
its energy use dropped 40%, said Foo Yang 
Kwang, SP Group’s chief engineer of sustain-
able energy solutions.

The plant can also act like a huge ice bat-
tery. During off-peak hours, such as at night, 

the plant has vast stores of water that can be 
cooled to near freezing temperatures. Then 
in the day, it can tamp down electricity con-
sumption by using the freezing waters to 
supply the cooling network.

Offshore solar
As solar panels have become cheaper, they 
are finding use in all sorts of places. One 
promising application is to put them on top 
of bodies of water, which brings multiple 
advantages. Covering a reservoir reduces 
evaporation, while sitting atop water keeps 
panels cool and increases how much energy 
they can produce.

Singapore is also building floating solar 
on lakes and even its coast line. While an 
offshore solar farm could experience waves 
large enough to cause panels to break, that 
did not stop EDP Renewables APAC from 
investing in the idea. The company owns a 
5-hectare floating solar farm in Johor Strait 
on the northern shore of Singapore where 
water disturbance is manageable.

Built during the pandemic, the 5-mega-
watt peak solar plant makes use of plastic 

pontoons filled with air to hold the solar 
panels in place. However, the system is 
flexible enough that waves up to 2 meters 
simply pass through. The plant, which cost 
more than 7.5 million Singapore dollars  
($5.6 million), is more expensive than what 
could be built on land elsewhere, but in Sin-
gapore there’s just not enough land to spare.

Water desalination
Singapore used to get most of its water from 
Malaysia, but that dependency is now down 
to only about half of its needed supply. The 
rest is made up using rainwater, recycling 
waste water, and making seawater drinkable. 
That last solution is hugely energy intensive, 
taking up 3.5 kilowatt-hour of electricity for 
every 1,000 liters or many times more than 
would be needed to purify rainwater.

“With climate change, heat and water 
stresses are very real” especially for a tropi-
cal island, said Melissa Low, a research fel-
low at the National University of Singapore’s 
Center for Nature-based Climate Solutions. 
“Some energy-intensive technologies, like 
desalination, are crucial for Singapore, so we 

have to make them more energy efficient.”
PUB, which is responsible for Singapore’s 

water management, has a goal of reduc-
ing the energy use of water desalination to  
2 kWh per 1,000 liters by 2025. That’s 
going to require using technologies still in 
their infancy. In a positive sign for feasibil-
ity, PUB says it has run a pilot plant that 
cuts energy-use of desalination down to  

1.65 kWh, which is less than half the average 
of current technology.

“As a small, low-lying island, Singapore 
has its own unique circumstances and its 
decarbonization trajectory has to be differ-
ent from other countries,” Low said. “Climate 
change is an existential issue for Singapore 
so we’re looking into as many solutions as 
we can.”

The Keppel Marina East Desalination Plant in Singapore on July 21. Public Utilities Board, which 
is responsible for Singapore’s water management, has a long-term goal of reducing the energy use 
of water desalination to 1 killowatt-hours per 1,000 liters. BLOOMBERG
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