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Excellencies, distinguished participants, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, 

We are delighted to welcome the ASEAN Economic Integration Forum back to 

UN ESCAP again.  

As the agenda for our Forum shows, the success of ASEAN’s Economic 

Integration depends on so much more than just connecting people and economies. 

We are in the era of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – probably 

the most integrated and ambitious global development plan ever adopted by 

countries.  

This heightened level of integration and ambition of the 2030 Agenda and 

associated Sustainable development Goals is also reflected in ASEAN’s Vision 

2040, charting a path for ASEAN to become a seamless, digital, sustainable and 

inclusive region within the next two decades.  

Supporting the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in Southeast Asia, along with 

the complimentary ASEAN Visions of 2025 and now 2040 are central to 

ESCAP’s work. 

 

But as we embark on this journey, we must recognize that we find ourselves at 

one of the most volatile periods in recent history. A period that is shaped by major 

disruptive trends of which I would like to mention three:  

 

• A major shift in the regional and global geo-economic and geo-political 

landscape. [ADD A SENTENCE ON THIS AS IT AFFECTS ASEAN] 

 

• Digital transformation [ADD A SENTENCE] 

 

• The climate crisis. Four of the 10 countries most affected by climate change 

are ASEAN members. Rising sea levels, higher temperatures and extreme 

weather are affecting crop yields, spreading tropical diseases, and 
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threatening people's lives and livelihoods. At the same time Asia Pacific is 

now responsible for over half of global GHG emissions. 

 

To deliver on the ambitious agendas outlined in the Sustainable Development 

Goals, and the ASEAN Visions for 2025 and 2040, ASEAN needs to take a 

holistic and integrated approach that addresses three “game changers” that we 

will discuss over the course of our meeting: 

 

First is tackling climate change and decarbonizing economies by the middle 

of the century. Fossil fuels still account for the majority of power generation the 

ASEAN bloc (77%). At the same time, solar and wind are fast becoming the most 

cost-effective technologies for power generation. A recent solar PV auction in 

Cambodia has seen a price of 3.87 US cents per kilowatt hour – the lowest power 

purchase tariff for a solar project so far recorded in Southeast Asia (ADB). 

Nevertheless, many countries are still spending more on fuel subsidies than on 

environmental expenditures. Without redirecting the subsidies and without 

proactive government intervention and promotion, the region is unlikely to see 

the energy transformation needed and consistent with keeping temperature 

increases well below two degrees as per the Paris Agreement. Decarbonizing our 

economies will also have other co-benefits. It will not only help in tackling 

climate change – it will also help to reduce air pollution, an issue that is of 

growing health concern to citizens in the region. 

 

Second is aligning the region’s trade it with its sustainability aspirations. 

Trade has certainly brought prosperity to many in ASEAN. Going forward, trade 

– both intraregional and interregional – will remain an important driver in 

enabling ASEAN to deliver on the ambitious development agendas. But 

increasing trade must have a purpose, and that purpose is to deliver sustainable 

development. While ASEAN is hosting world-class producers and acting as a 

global production base for industrial goods, ranging from labour-intensive to hi-

tech products, the economic gains achieved are not spread evenly across all 

members. This has resulted in an ever-widening gap between rich and poor.  

 

And the third is reorienting businesses. This goes well beyond traditional 

sustainability principles and reporting of the big corporations. In Asia Pacific, 

and especially in ASEAN, SMEs are the backbone of the economy. In Thailand 

SMEs generate over 40% of GDP. Increasing access to finance for SMEs – 

including through FINTECH – is a way of supporting enterprises that for now are 

absorbing much of the region’s youth bulge and supporting families in the 

absence of adequate social protection. Another avenue is through inclusive 

businesses - commercially viable businesses that purposely engage low income 
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people and bringing affordable goods and services to those often left behind by 

mainstream business models. The potential for scale up is considerable. 

  

These game changers will be central in the work of the United Nations family 

with ASEAN, especially as we develop together the next ASEAN-UN Plan of 

Action in 2020.   

We also have the Roadmap of the Complementarities Initiative developed under 

the leadership of Thailand noted at the last ASEAN Summit that helps identify 

the clear complementarities of the 2030 Agenda and the Vision 2025 and the 

actions that can bring progress to these dual and intertwined agendas.  

But we must be clear that incremental change may not help ASEAN achieve the 

SDGs by 2030 or its Vision for 2040. ASEAN’s needs to accelerate progress 

across all SDGs in order to reach the Goals by 2030. This is especially so on 

Goals where ASEAN is regressing: on Reduced Inequalities (SDG 11); Climate 

Action (SDG 13); and Peace Justice and strong institutions (SDG 16). It is also 

especially the case for the environment related Goals: clean water and sanitation; 

sustainable cities; responsible production and consumption; life on land; and life 

below water. 

What is needed more than ever are strong partnerships than can drive 

transformational change. Which is what we hope the ASEAN Economic 

Integration Forum can deliver. 

Excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, 

Before I close, I would like to express ESCAP’s appreciation to the co-organizers 

of this event, The National University of Malaysia and the World Trade Institutes 

and the numerous collaborative institutions, as well as the main supporters, Ais 

Asia and our UNDP programmes –  Business and Human Rights, and Youth 

Co:Lab. Thank you all for partnering with ESCAP. 

I look forward to learning from all your experiences of accelerated progress on 

the integration, inclusion, resilience and sustainability.  

And I wish you a pleasant stay in Bangkok.  

 


