


To discuss this question over 200 participants from 51 Asian and European 
countries met online for a 10-month youth leadership programme orga-
nized by the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF). The 4th ASEF Young Leaders 
Summit (ASEFYLS4) particularly focused on three spheres of youth leader-
ship (self-leadership, team leadership and societal leadership) and four the-
matic areas (SDG3: Good Health and Wellbeing, SDG4: Quality Education, 
SDG8: Decent Work and Economic Growth, and SDG13: Climate Action).  

The leadership programme was divided into three phases. It started off with 
an intensive knowledge building phase in form of webinars, intercultural 
online collaborations across continents and several virtual youth dialogues 
with Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) partners, leaders and experts. Building on 
the knowledge acquired, participants jointly developed activities–the Lead-
ership in Action activities–to contribute towards the achievement of the 
SDGs, particularly focusing on local communities across ASEM and the vir-
tual space.

The programme ended with the ASEFYLS4 Summit Week during which the 
ASEM Youth Report was launched, and the youth declaration presented 
during the opening ceremony of the ASEM13 summit.

Dear Reader, 

How can YOUth shape Sustainable 

Development in a post-Covid-19 world?

The articles in this magazine follow the conference and specifically address 
various of the thematic areas discussed during ASEFYLS4, analyzing cha-
lenges and discussing youth leadership in Sustainable Development. They 
are written by six young journalists from Asian and European countries, who 
participated in the youth leadership programme and share their insights. 
With this in mind, it should be noted that the views represented in this ma-
gazine are those of the authors, rather than of ASEF, ASEM or the European 
Youth Press.

Overall, this magazine, published by the European Youth Press as an inde-
pendent organization, provides an overview of the 10-month journey, re-
flecting on participants’ impressions and lessons learned, presenting some 
of the output of the training and summarizing some of the discussions. Enjoy!

 

MS PATRICIA SENGE
Editor in Chief



5
Get to Know the ASEFYLS4 
Participants  

12 
The Beginning of the 
10-month-long Learning 
Journey 
 

16
Building Youth Spaces for 
Sustainable Development 

20
How Covid-19 has Widened 
the Gap  in Education 

24
The Privilege of Access and 
Facilities for Students: What 
can we do to help? 

32
Post Covid-19 Recovery:  
Youth Perspectives  

36
Home Free — the Future of 
Days at the Office 

38
Achieving Inclusion in 
ASEFYLS4 Through a 
Transformative Process: 
a Conversation With 
Ms Leonie Nagarajan

Content

42
Breaking Taboo on Mental 
Health  

44
What has Covid-19 Meant for 
Global Refugee Policies and 
the Displaced People that 
Remain in Refugee Camps? 

50
Ambassador Johannes 
Matyassy Speaks with Asian 
and European youths 
 

54
Covid-19 and Oceans 
 

56
Has Covid-19 Increased 
or Decreased the World’s 
Reliance on Fossil Fuels in the 
Face of a Looming Climate 
Disaster?  

60
Ethical Leadership is the 
Bedrock of Sustainable 
Development  

62
The Orage Team 

The Beginning of 
the 10-month-long 
Learning Journey by Mr Alvin Adityo

Tuesday,  February 23, 2021 marked the begin-
ning of another chapter of the 4th Asia–Europe 
Foundation’s Young Leaders Summit (ASEFYLS4). 
Unlike the previous ASEFYLS editions during 
which participants from around the world gathe-
red in the host country, where the ASEM Summit 
was hosted, the 4th edition took place online, 
due to the global pandemic. Nevertheless, it did 
not decrease the value of the programme. On the 
contrary, adapting to the circumstances, ASEF 
created a compact programme, with equally in-
tense and inclusive learning opportunities. For 
ten months, over 200 participants and facilitators 
from 51 countries discussed issues related to the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the 
post-COVID-19 era.

Ms Leonie Nagarajan, Director of Education De-
partment at ASEF, greeted the participants with a 
warm welcome and introduced the panelists of 
the opening session afterwards. The first panelist 
to be introduced was Ambassador Toru Morika-
wa, Executive Director of ASEF. In his welcoming 
speech, HE Morikawa mentioned that he hopes 
ASEF will contribute to knowledge, capacity, col-

laborations and long-lasting networks, in this 
globalized, but also increasingly fragmented & 
fragile world. He also encouraged the partici-
pants to build-up resilience and the foundation 
for self-leadership, team leadership and societal 
leadership among young people.

In his closing statement, HE Morikawa stressed 
that he is expecting several outcomes of the 
journey. First, he hoped that youth would grow 
through peer-to-peer training, learning and co-
operation and engage in Intergenerational Lead-
ership Dialogues to debate solutions and visions 
for “Sustainable Development in a post-COVID-19 
World” in the context of social and political reali-
ties. Second, he asked the youth to walk the talk 
(execute the ideas of the discussions to action) 
and demonstrate their commitment to “Sustain-
able Development in a post-COVID-19 World” 
through concrete “Leadership in Action” activities 
in local communities across ASEM and the virtual 
space. Lastly, he reminded the participants that 
their thoughts and perspectives on “Sustainable 
Development in a post-COVID-19 World” will 
be captured in the ASEFYLS4 Youth Declaration 
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handed over by four youth representatives to the 
ASEM Leaders during the 13th Asia-Europe Meet-
ing (ASEM13) Summit Opening Ceremony.

Following, HE Soken Sok, Secretary of State, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Co-
operation (MFAIC) of Cambodia, was introduced. 
As a representative from Cambodia, the host 
country of the ASEM13 and ASEFYLS4, HE Sok 
stressed that he is honoured to welcome young, 
talented people from around the world to this 
10-month long programme. In his welcome re-
marks, HE Sok highlighted the importance of 
collective and coordinated transformation at 
all levels of society to achieve the 17 SDGs. He 
explained that the programme would facilitate 
participants’ involvement not only in peer-to-
peer learning about the issue that piqued their 
interest, but also to take part in making a real im-
pact through one of the 15 Leadership in Action 
projects, which were part of ASEFYLS4 to seek 
improvements in the areas of Health & Wellbe-
ing, Quality Education, Decent Work & Econo-
mic Growth, and Climate Action. With the rise of 
populism across the world, youth is vulnerable 

to political polarisation and radical indoctrina-
tion, without actually being given the chance 
to be involved in institutional mechanisms that 
help solve problems on the ground. This leader-
ship programme would provide a unique oppor-
tunity to demonstrate the participants’ knowl-
edge, problem-solving skills, and a chance to 
kick-start their leadership campaign. He went on 
stressing that he would hope that participants 
could contribute more to policy making and im-
plementation at both the global and local levels 
in the future.

To end his remarks, HE Sok brought forward an 
interesting aspect on the importance of interge-
nerational collaboration between present policy 
makers and young change-makers at both the 
national and the international level to ensure sus-
tained progress towards the 2030 Agenda.

The event continued with Ms Nagarajan show-
ing the participants a picture of a compass and 
asking them what was wrong with it. Participants 
quickly noticed that there was no needle, which 
forms part of a fully functioning compass.

Ms Nagarajan stressed her hope that the ASEFYLS4 
programme will provide a sense of direction to 
the participants, not only towards the SDGs, but 
also towards leadership more generally. To real-
ize the idea of giving young people a sense of di-
rection, the learning programme is divided into 
three phases, namely the knowledge building, 
youth summit, and leadership in action phase.

In the Knowledge Building Phase (February – May 
2021), participants enhanced their knowledge on 
the four main SDGs, namely Good Health and 
Well-Being, Quality Education, Decent Work and 
Economic Growth, and Climate Action. During 
this phase, ASEF collaborated with the College 
of Europe in Natolin (CoEN) in developing the-
matic courses on the four development goals. 
Additional individual and group assignments 
were distributed amongst the participants, allow-
ing the participants to interact, collaborate, and 
share their ideas on SDGs and connecting issues. 
Apart from thematic courses, ASEF also facili-
tated a leadership training in collaboration with 
the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) for the 
participants. Likewise, CCL assigned individual 

and group projects and led reflection sessions on 
how to become an effective leader in society and 
working groups.

After the Knowledge Building Phase participants 
were divided into 15 groups, working on different 
local community and/or virtual activities, the so-
called Leadership in Action projects, related to the 
SDGs. Each group had a Navigator, who acted as 
a project leader of the group and had received 
training during the ASEFYLS4 Navigator Training 
prior to the programme. This phase intended to 
provide the young change makers the opportu-
nity to showcase their leadership and knowledge 
on development-related project implementation 
in real societies.

The 10-month long learning programme con-
cluded with a virtual ASEFYLS4 Youth Summit 
week alongside the 13th ASEM Summit, virtually 
hosted by the Government of Cambodia.

HE SOK SOKEN 
Secretary of State, Ministry of Foreign Affairs  
and International Cooperation, Cambodia

MS LEONIE NAGARAJAN 
Director, ASEF Education DepartmentAMBASSADOR MORIKAWA TORU 

Executive Director, Asia–Europe Foundation (ASEF)

«The 4th ASEF Young Leaders Summit 
(ASEFYLS4) is an invitation to youth to 
build-up resilience and the foundation 
for self-leadership, team leadership and 
societal leadership.

It is our hope that we contribute to 
knowlege, capacity, collaborations and 
long-lasting networks,an important task 
in this globalised, but also increasingly 
fragmented and fragile world.»
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Get to Know  
the ASEFYLS4 
Participants

In its third month already (time really does fly), the 4th 
edition of ASEF Young Leaders Summit is in full bloom. 
What better moment to get to know the participants 
than now, with the Knowledge Building Phase ap-
proaching its end? Today we are shining a spotlight 
on our peers from Asia and Europe, their unique back-
ground and experiences, Leadership in Action projects, 
thoughts on leadership and more. We will come back 
to the featured participants after the ASEM Summit to 
ask them if their views changed — so stay tuned!

by Ms Dorota Smólska
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Received his MSc in Bioengineering (Biomedical 
Engineering) from Faculdade de Engenharia 
da Universidade do Porto (FEUP) in 2019. 
Currently, he is a PhD Candidate in Electrical and 
Computer Engineering at FEUP and a research 
assistant at the Centre for Telecommunications 
and Multimedia of INESC TEC with the Visual 
Computing & Machine Intelligence (VCMI) 
Research Group. His research interests 
include machine learning, explainable artificial 
intelligence (in-model approaches), computer 
vision, medical decision support systems, and 
machine learning deployment.

MR TIAGO GONÇALVES 
Portugal

Why did you decide to join Project 15: Atlas- 
Akhyana, what is your motivation behind it?

Although it is not my specialization, I really like to do 
things out of my area. When I was a student, I was 
the Manager of the Energy Network in ShARE-UP, 
a student organization doing consultancy projects 
that aim to create social impact. Therefore, I believe 
this project is an interesting way to revisit some of 
the topics, which are not connected to my dai-
ly work. By doing that, I can learn new things and 
contribute to something bigger than myself. We are 
assessing the situation regarding sustainability in 
specific regions, focusing on the impact of climate 
change. It will be interesting for me to get to know 
different stories and extract information that could 
lead us in doing something better.

What are your expectations, do you think that ev-
erything will go smoothly, or do you see any obsta-
cles or risks in the implementation of your project?

The first thing that could be considered an obsta-
cle is that everyone is in a different time zone, so 
it’s difficult to get a common time to meet. Most of 
the people don’t really have a technical background 
and we have to learn everything from scratch, es-
pecially cartography. We have Francis helping us in 
interpreting maps and how to deal with technologi-
cal systems in cartography. We have to learn it in a 

very short time. It will also be hard to balance it with 
our personal lives. These should be the main diffi-
culties, but I see them more as ‘special challenges’ 
and ‘once in a lifetime opportunities’: to be involved 
in the exchange of ideas and experiences.

What, in your opinion, makes a good leader?  What 
qualities are needed?

I usually say that a leader should also know how to 
be a follower. I believe that a good leader knows how 
to put himself or herself in a place of the rest of the 
team. A good leader knows how to delegate tasks. 
Each member of the team has specific skills which 
are valuable, and this person should know how to 
divide them to leverage each skill. It’s also important 
that the leader is somehow flexible enough to com-
municate and push team members by putting them 
in different context, out of their comfort zones. Be-
sides being a boss, the role of a leader is to act as a 
facilitator and to help members to grow and make 
the project grow as well. A leader is a person that 
connects the dots between team members and can 
gather the team as a whole.

You decided to join Project 13: Podcast on Climate 
Action. What led you to choose this project out of 
all the projects available?

I chose it simply because I am a broadcaster my-
self, here in the Philippines. With this in mind, I plan 
to apply my broadcasting knowledge to this pod-
cast. Aside from this, I take matters seriously when it 
comes to the environment itself and climate change 
has affected different countries to various degrees. 
It has an effect on the Arctic region, for me it is a 
very interesting topic since the water levels tend to 
rise in various countries, which will lead to flooding 
in the next following years. That’s why I chose to fo-
cus on this.

What is your role in the project?

Initially, we were given a set of tasks and I came up 
with the idea of streaming the podcast on YouTube. 
People would likely see more with regards to the 
expression of the speakers and different individuals 
that we will invite to the podcast. I am geared to-
wards speaking and editing. Recently we were able 
to meet with the team: some of them are profes-
sionals in their field and two of us are still in uni-
versity. We used Mural as a support for our discus-
sion and we talked about the leadership roles that 
every one has done in the past, and I think that it is 

an essential stage, as it informs us about the capa-
city of the said individual. I’m positive we will be able 
to create a great podcast in the long run.

What, in your opinion, makes a good leader? What 
qualities are needed?

To be a good leader, you should be compassionate. 
You should understand your members well enough 
to know how they are doing, especially in this time 
of the pandemic, where most of us are confined in 
their homes, unable to share their emotions or what 
they’re currently going through, which affects their 
mental health. To be a leader in this time of the pan-
demic, compassion is number one. Honesty should 
be one of the things considered; your members 
should be able to tell you if they can do a certain 
task or not, to prevent any delay. These things make 
a good leader.

Currently studying at the University of 
Philippines, majoring in Communications and 
Multimedia Art. He is serving as President and 
founder of Youth Service Philippines, an NGO 
dealing with environment, health and sports. 
Juanquine has also supervised and spearheaded 
20 pro jects and counting for the youth. He 
was awarded various leadership, journalism, 
research, and Model United Nations awards. 
His interests involve the environment, sports, 
education, and health.

MR JUANQUINE CARLO R. CASTRO 
Philippines
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Graduate from the Department of Development 
Studies, University of Dhaka, is currently working 
as a Junior Consultant at the Resilience and 
Inclusive Growth Cluster, United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), Bangladesh. 
She is the co-founder of “Standing up for the 
Underprivileged”, a youth-driven, voluntary 
organization working on areas such as social 
inclusion, reduced inequalities and access to 
education. She has won a number of research 
grants, including the Young Researcher grant 
awarded by UNDP’s Effective and Accountable 
Local Government (EALG) project.

MS LAMIA MOHSIN 
Bangladesh

Could you tell me a little bit about yourself?

Currently, I am working as a co-founder of a youth 
initiative called “Standing up for the Underprivi-
leged”. We work with 100 children and women. Our 
main areas include inclusive education and women 
empowerment. Due to the second wave of Covid, a 
lot of people are unable to find work and feed their 
families, so we are trying to provide customized 
food packages. We recently concluded a project 
which focused on providing access to education for 
underprivileged children in remote areas of Bangla-
desh. We try to focus on ethnic minorities, because 
of the language barrier and engage them in main-
stream education. I’m currently trying to develop 
a project where I can increase advocacy related to 
climate change by developing a curriculum. I’d like 
to reach these children using online modules where 
they can learn about climate change and disaster in 
an engaging way.

Is there something about your country that you 
would like to change in terms of SDG  3:  Good 
Health and Wellbeing?

There is a lot to think about and change. State 
healthcare lacks investment, funding and has a 
poor quality of service delivery. People in our coun-
try cannot afford private healthcare, so they opt for 
state sponsorship. The quality itself is not up to the 
mark and at the end of the day, people suffer. One 

of the main issues that I think about is the state of 
rural healthcare in our country. We have 60–70% of 
the rural population, however rural healthcare can-
not offer the level and quality available in the citi-
es. Whenever a person in a village becomes sick, 
they are immediately transferred to the city, which 
makes them dependent on healthcare in the cities 
and facilities overcrowd. That is one area that I feel 
needs a lot of improvement.

What, in your opinion, makes a good leader? What 
qualities are needed?

Personally, I feel that I’m not a born leader. I think 
I’m the kind of person who has always shied away 
from taking any kind of leadership responsibili-
ty. That has changed gradually over time, because 
sometimes there is a situation where you cannot 
find anybody else to lead, so you must be the one 
who takes on the role of a leader and I think I did 
pretty well. I believe those experiences helped me 
learn and improved my communication skills. To be 
a good leader, you have to be able to communicate 
well with your team members. There are certain 
instances where you just have to take up the role 
of a leader and those experiences help you learn a 
lot about human interactions, communication and 
emotions.

Currently pursuing a Bachelor’s degree in 
Development Studies from SOAS, University of 
London. Prior to University, she was an active 
member of her school’s Amnesty International 
Society as well as Debating Society. At University, 
Ms Sinem is serving as the president of SOAS 
Turkish Society for the 2020/21 academic 
year, where she has led many inter-collegiate 
collaborations aiming to bridge cultures and 
build a community of diaspora. Additionally, 
Sinem recently held the role of Content 
Contributor for “thinkHER ambition”  — a social 
enterprise aiming to upskill young women aged 
between 14–19.

MS SINEM ISHLEK 
United Kingdom

You are assigned to Project 4: The BEEP Me-
dia Campaign. This project is focused on SDG 4: 
Quali ty Education. Why did you decide to join this 
particu lar project?

SDG 4 of Quality Education really resonates with 
me. I’ve always been driven by my strong belief 
that every child regardless of race, gender, ethni-
city and socioeconomic status should have access 
to high-quality education. This really stems from the 
fact that my own grandparents were either entire-
ly illiterate, or had to drop out of school, because 
they had to work. I have a very vivid memo ry of 
when I was really young, and my grandma was at 
our house. I was proudly reading through my teach-
er’s feedback when my grandma, out of nowhere, 
stroked the page I was reading from, leaving me 
a  bit confused. She seemed mesmerized by my 
handwriting, inspecting every single sentence. And 
then she said: “I really wish I could write like this too”. 
When she said that, I felt helpless and frustrated be-
cause no child should be denied the transformative 
power of quality education. I’m very happy to be 
working on this project.

What obstacles do you see in the implementation 
and what are your expectations? Do you think ev-
erything will go smoothly or are there any risks?

Covid-19 and everything held online is in a way an 
obstacle for us. I know there’s been a global tran-

sition towards digitalization, but we need to con-
centrate on what these out-of-school youth need 
and what their requirements are. We need to ensure 
that their voices are heard and that we are doing this 
project for them–more than a project for us and 
for ASEF–because the target audience here are the 
children and for me that is the most important thing: 
to make sure they receive this alternative education 
pathway.

Is there something about your country that you 
would like to change in terms of the education sys-
tem?

Covid-19 very obviously resulted in there being 
many obstacles to education, and although the UK 
most of the time is seen as a very wealthy nation, 
I think the digital divide in this country is still very 
prevalent. There are some students who are of a less 
fortunate background and may not be able to ac-
cess education effectively, because they don’t have 
the means to buy the digital devices. I think that is an 
area that must be tackled, particularly in the short-
term, because we don’t know how long Covid is go-
ing to last. The restrictions are slowly getting eased, 
but I think the consequences of Covid will last for a 
while. One main thing that I would have liked to see 
the UK government prioritize, is ensuring that digital 
inequality is eradicated.
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Recently, I have been observing the increasing 
youth engagement efforts in civic and political 
spaces. It is either through formal institutional 
mechanisms or youth creating their own spac-
es to champion the causes they believe in and 
affecting change. While youths worldwide con-
tinue to take and claim their spaces in the public 
sphere, there are institutions providing various 
platforms and programmes to further develop 
youth leadership. Two common arguments with-
in youth spaces exist. The first suggests that these 
institutional opportunities serve as mere token-
istic media exercises and lip service. The second 
argues that mechanisms established by institu-
tions are effective in including youths in deci-
sion-making processes and providing resources 
for youths. Recognising these two common ar-
guments, in this article I illustrate that for mean-
ingful youth participation, youth spaces must be 
accessible, inclusive and serving as a space to 
build connections.

The United Nations launched the Youth2030: 
The United Nations Youth Strategy in 2018 at a 
High-Level Meeting in New York. This strategy 
does not negate the various youth engagement 
mechanisms that were established before the 
launch. Nonetheless, it sends a strong signal that 
youths are important stakeholders for increased 
impact especially in the “engagement and par-
ticipation in the implementation, review, and fol-
low-up of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Deve-
lopment” including other relevant global agendas.

Furthermore, Youth2030 aims to build the agency 
of young people and advance their rights through 
global, regional, and country-level actions. This 
is particularly momentous as there are opportu-
nities for youth engagement while we are going 
through COVID-19 waves of recovery and spikes 
of cases with newer strains. For more than a year 
now since its first recorded case, COVID-19 has 
highlighted key areas deeply affecting youths. 
Some of these areas are education, employment, 
and governance that highlight intergenerational 
inequity, lack of accountability, and injustice.

In many parts of the world, including ASEM 
countries, there are increasing movements and 
protests mobilised and led by youths. This is due 
to the issues with governance and the lack of 
initiated intentional engagements. For example, 
youths are protesting against the authoritative 
government i.e. the monarchy. Elsewhere, young 
people — as young as 15 years old — are at the 
frontline protesting against the military junta’s 
coup. In Indonesia youths are mobilised to pro-
test the Omnibus Law as neither the President 
nor the People’s Representative Council “consult 
or compromise with the people and continued 
to push the ratification of the bill”. More recently, 
Malaysian youths are protesting against the delay 
in implementing voters’ registration for 18-year-
olds in the country, and the suspension of Parlia-
mentary sittings due to COVID-19. The Election 
Committees are delaying the implementation of 
the 2019 “Undi18 Bill” affect 1.2 million youths 

Building Youth Spaces 
for Sustainable 
Development by Ms Nur Syahirah Khanum

The Star/Asia News Network (Straits Times): Protestors holding the banner which reads “Where’s our votes?” in front of the 
Parliament building, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

YOUTH
HAS

VOICES
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we all want the same: to leave a 
better legacy for the next generations

between the age of 19 to 20 in Malaysia. These 
occurrences suggest that the government are 
disregarding youth’s and the opposition’s voices 
by preventing access from the established plat-
forms. Thus, youths are protesting as a way to en-
gage with their government.

While there are rising youth-led movements and 
protests, there are multilateral platforms avail-
able for youth to partake in various initiatives and 
contribute towards causes passionately. As we 
are gathered here in the 4th ASEF Young Lead-
ers Summit (ASEFYLS4), I had the pleasure to 
discuss the factors and challenges of meaning-
ful youth participation in the context of Asia and 
Europe with two participants. They are Mr Tiago 
Gonçalves from Portugal, and Mr Visal Chourn 
from Cambodia.

Both Mr Gonçalves and Mr Chourn agree that 
honesty and trust are important to a mutually 
beneficial relationship. It will also foster a rela-
tionship that is based on respect, love, and dig-
nity. This will produce a transparent process that 
helps in working together for the implementa-

tion of respective projects. They further explain 
that both honesty and trust require commitment 
from group members. Mr Gonçalves suggests 
that commitment would allow for one to know 
one’s own limitations and strength, and further 
expresses, “we should know how to ask for help 
and we should be available to provide help to the 
ones who need it”. Mr Chourn explains that trust 
among members is built through time and com-
mitment “to be able to open up about certain 
vulnerabilities that are deeply in their hearts”. The 
structure of the ASEFYLS4 where it is set for 10 
months with three phases definitively establishes 
the space for the opportunity to foster honesty 
and trust among members, facilitators, and or-
ganisers.

Besides honesty and trust, Mr Gonçalves points to 
the importance of cultural knowledge and inter-
cultural intelligence for meaningful engagement. 
The current rate of transboundary cooperation 
and collaboration presents several challenges as 
there are different cultures, life experiences, and 
biases. This is particularly prevalent in the context 
of Asia and Europe, but the difference in cultures 

should not be the reason for people to work in 
isolation. To Mr Gonçalves, people need to learn 
from each other through conversations and “see 
how can we adapt our behaviour in a way that we 
can be sure we are respecting each other”. Cul-
tural awareness assures Mr Gonçalves to inter-
act with others where it is an opportunity to ex-
change cultural knowledge and gain friendships.

Mr Chourn expressed that one of the biggest 
challenges of COVID-19 is the adaptation of the 
program to online platforms. This adaptation of 
an immersive program presents a barrier to en-
gagement where the up close and personal ap-
proaches are lacking. In this case, “participants 
bear the responsibility to be present, showing up 
to discussions and be interactive, whereas the 
organisers must ensure that the spaces provid-
ed are accessible”, asserts Mr Chourn. He further 
adds that youths must be guided by mentors. As 
he reflects on his ‘Leadership in Action’ project: 
Food Forest, Mr Chourn believes that this is a vi-
tal aspect for successful learning where there are 
mentors who are willing to listen, understand, 
and encourage their mentees.

Both Mr Chourn and Mr Gonçalves shares 
their sentiment on the importance of empathy. 
Chourn affirms that youth must be able to relate 
their emotions with the current trends so that 
they can relate their feelings and thinking. Ac-
cording to him, this is a way to develop empathy 
so that each party can play their respective roles. 
Mr Gonçalves sees the importance to put himself 
in others’ positions or contexts, which helps him 
to understand their motivations or struggles. The 
understanding of each other’s motivations con-
texts and problems are key for solidarity, he feels. 
In the case of ASEFYLS, he assumes that “we all 
want the same: to leave a better legacy for the 
next generations”.

Listening to Mr Chourn and Mr Gonçalves, 
I choose to remain hopeful. At this point, we are 
at a pivotal crossroads for meaningful change. 
I believe that we, the youth, are readily dedicated 
to making the necessary changes for sustainable 
development beyond Agenda 2030.
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In February and March 2020, the world was left 
upheaved and shaken to an extent not seen for a 
generation as the Covid-19 virus forced the world 
into lockdown. Governments put out mandato-
ry orders for their citizens to remain indoors and 
to socially distance from each other. School stu-
dents and teachers all over the world were told 
it was no longer safe to participate in classroom 
learning and schools were left to ponder how 
they would continue providing an education to 
their students.  from their homes.

The news coverage covering the Covid-19 pan-
demic has mainly focused on health concerns 
like case numbers and deaths resulting from 
the virus. Economic hardships and adjustments 
to house bound lifestyles have also made news 
coverage but what has gone largely unreported 
has been the long-term impacts on child educa-
tion all over the world due to school closures.

A widening of the gap between the quality of ed-
ucation received by the world’s poorest and rich-
est students has been one of the consequences 
of the pandemic. This is due to many schools 
relying on online education to proceed with 
their education programs, something that not 
all schools around the world are able to afford. 
For example, the OECD forecasted that in Spain 
68% of students in advantaged schools were in 
possession of sufficiently powerful digital devices 

compared to only 10% in disadvantaged schools. 
In Japan 30% of households with annual incomes 
under 4 million Yen (USD $37,000) said they had 
no access to computers and tablet devices.

Economics Lecturer of North Western University 
in the United States Dr Matthias Doepke report-
ed in The Economist magazine that the world’s 
youngest schoolchildren would be hurt most 
by school closures, saying that “kids can’t easily 
make up for lost time”. As further evidence of this, 
the UNICEF estimates that 463 million children 
had no chance of remote learning via radio, tele-
vision or online content. Statistics from the World 
Bank in December 2020 indicate that 72 million 
children could be pushed into learning poverty 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, defined by the world 
bank as being unable to read simple texts by age 
10. The consequences of this are devastating on 
the global economy with 10 trillion dollars in fu-
ture lifetime earnings risked being lost, the equiv-
alent of 10% of global GDP.

So what have states done to address these in-
equalities?

Many schools around the world have sought to 
move education online and distribute smart tab-
lets and computers to students so they can learn 
from the safety of their homes.

How Covid-19 has 
Widened the Gap  
in Education by Mr Nick Pentney

Before Covid-19 the Refugee, Migrant Child-
ren Centre (RMCC) in Melbourne, Australia was 
an organisation that would organise in person 
after-school programs for refugee and migrant 
kids to learn, complete homework and partici-
pate in fun activities with mentors and fellow stu-
dents. Upon mass business and school closures 
in Australia in March 2020 due to Covid-19, the 
after-school programs were moved online thanks 
to the distribution of older generation iPads from 
retail stores to RMCC who distributed them to 
each of the student participants. This meant stu-
dents were able to participate in the programs 
at any time and were not further disadvantaged 
from school closures.

The Ministry of Education and Professional Train-
ing of Spain created a website that translates to 
“resources for online learning”. This website al-

lowed teachers, families, and students to access 
online learning material from home. In addition, 
public television channel RTVE in partnership 
with the Ministry of Education and Professional 
Training created an Educlan (an educational tool 
for students and families) that has allowed audio 
and visual content for children aged 3 to 10.

Japan has had better luck during Covid-19 assist-
ing developing nations such as Cambodia launch 
their own online resources. The Ministry of Edu-
cation, Youth and Sport has worked with the Ja-
pan International Cooperation Agency to create 
an educational program called “Think Think”, a 
program that provides free online lessons to stu-
dents and is then broadcasted via the television 
channel Satellite Decho TV for those who don’t 
have internet access.

463 million children 
had no chance of 
remote learning via 
radio, television or 
online content
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Cambodian teachers took advantage of the 
country’s high mobile phone usage (129 mobile 
phones per every 100 people) to send out home-
work and feedback via SMS texts. The Ministry of 
Education has sought to take advantage of the 
country’s wide ownership of mobile phones by 
delivering a Youtube channel, Facebook page 
and eLearning Centres that students from home 
can access and download material from.

In neighbouring Malaysia, public broadcaster 
Radio Televisyen Malaysia launched a channel 
called TV Okey that was designed to deliver ed-
ucational television programs to all students. Not 
all households in Malaysia have access to internet, 
computer and tablet equipment that other stu-
dents in other countries are using to watch videos 
and complete online work sheets and projects. 
These programs in Malaysia were broadcast for 
2 hours a day on television and on the website of 
the Ministry of Education so that those who have 
access to a television will be able to have 2 hours 
of learning a day.

While these efforts are making smaller differences 
towards improving student access to education, 
there are still significant gaps in the access to ed-
ucation between poorer and richer households. 
Teachers who are unable to use or distribute on-
line technology means that students and their 
parents also struggle to obtain or use the systems 
through lack of guidance. Peterson (2018) argues 
that efforts should come from school principals 
to support teachers in their usage of online teach-
ing resources so the teachers can act as mentors 
to guide students and “help them remain focused 
on the learning elements of the tasks”.

Examples of this can be found in Western Austra-
lia, where the local state government sought to 
train teachers on how to best utilise the platforms 
and technologies. In schools that had the fund-
ing to provide their students with the technology 
to work from home, the result was higher pro-
ductivity.

The common trend in these solutions are house-
holds and schools who have the resources and 
wealth to access online education programs will 
reap more rewards of government programs 
than those who can’t afford to have a comput-
er or tablet. Students without internet access in 
Malaysia will have to rely on 2 hours of televi-
sion learning, students in Japan are without text-
books, computers or even a quiet study space 
and students in Australia whose schools cannot 
afford to distribute computers will either be giv-
en significant amounts of paper handouts or rely 
on the generosity of charities to engage in online 
learning.

Governments around the world have implement-
ed programs that have proven online education 
can be implemented from the safety of students’ 
homes. Where the challenges lie is making sure 
that students regardless of their socio-eco nomic 
background have access to the very same re-
sources. Making these resources available via 
television and internet is a step in the right di-
rection. The next step will be providing training 
to teachers to be able to effectively teach their 
students using online or alternative technolo-
gy and the expansion internet connections for 
those in rural areas who struggle to escape the 
cycle of poverty if they can no longer participate 
in school lessons. As outlined by the World Bank, 
all econo mies around the world will suffer if edu-
cation standards continue to slide and those who 
cannot afford an online education will remain in 
a cycle of poverty.

help them remain focused on the

learning elements of the tasks
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Coming from an upper-middle class family, I al-
ways had the privilege to attend the best schools 
and university in my country with the best teach-
ers and learning modules. Long story short, in 
2019, I graduated from one of the best univer-
sities in the country with honour. With my back-
ground as a French studies student, I decided to 
kick start my career as a volunteer where I taught 
basic French to children from rural areas.

The Privilege of Access 
and Facilities  
          for Students: 

by Mr Alvin Adityo

Is it a generational 
problem, did children 
start to feel less 
motivated and more 
scared to dream?

What can we do 
to help?

One time during a French basic communication 
class for children aged 10-14, the learning topic 
discussed future jobs and dreams, so I asked the 
children “What is your dream job?”, and the class 
suddenly went silent while I was listing every fa-
miliar profession for children. As I did not receive 
any answer from the students, I decided to speak 
in my native language and asked them the same 
question. One student who was slightly older 
than the others started to speak and said “My only 
dream is to graduate from high-school and start 
looking for a job right after”. I was confused hear-
ing his answer and after the class, I kept wonder-
ing to myself, “Is it a generational problem, did 
children start to feel less motivated and more 
scared to dream?”.
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For that reason, it is understandable for children 
coming from poor backgrounds to drop out 
from school, simply because their family could 
not pay for their education. Sometimes to keep 
themselves in school, children need to work af-
ter school to help their parents financially and to 
fund their education. With this in mind, it start-
ed to make more sense why the children I taught 
French some years ago said their only goal in life 
is to finish high school and look for a job with that 
degree. Because for them, it is already a privilege 
to attend education until high school.

What is happening in my country Indonesia 
is just a small fragment of reality. Around the 
world, there are 258 million students staying out 
of school. While there are various reasons as to 
why these children are dropping out of school, 
for example, gender discrimination and access to 
schooling, the real cause of this problem is relat-
ed to poverty and other economic factors, result-
ing in high school-age youth choosing employ-
ment over the continuation of their education.

During the COVID-19 pandemic schools have 
been closed for 168 million children, following 
the social restriction imposed by governments 
around the world. Another by-product of this 
pandemic is massive furlough and workers laid-
off, and by that, many informal workers are suf-
fering financially, unable to fund their daily basics 

and family, especially for their children’s educa-
tion. These events can later widen the gap in ed-
ucation, create learning poverty for children and 
decrease their chance to get job opportunities in 
the future. Amidst all the uncertainties in this era, 
it is difficult for the children to think about their 
future, especially when they are coming from 
poor backgrounds. Then, what we can do to keep 
these children away from the damaging impact 
of poverty and the COVID-19 pandemic, and to 
keep them in school?

As a saying once said, “It takes a village to raise 
a child”. Collaboratively taking actions and en-
gaging various sectors including governments, 
academic institutions, the private sector (busi-
nesses), media, and young people (public) is the 
most effective way to recover from the situation. 
Without this collaborative partnership between 
cross-sectors and each of them staying in their 
own silo doing ‘Business as Usual (BAU)’, we 
might be seeing an even greater gap in education 
and increased learning poverty for students, even 
after recovering from the pandemic. Then, what 
can these sectors do? And what roles could they 
play in such partnership?

258 MILLION 

STUDENTS  
STAYING  

OUT OF SCHOOL 

I kept that question in mind until I landed a job as a 
researcher in a think-tank organisation, where I fo-
cused on researching social welfare and education 
issues in Indonesia. To understand the context of 
the education system better, I did a lot of desk re-
search and expert interviews. At the same time, 
these experiences helped me answer the question 
I had.

Unsurprisingly, the socio-economic situation 
plays a great factor for children to continue their 
studies. In Indonesia, there are around 78.14 mil-
lion people working in the informal sectors. Out 
of 78.14 million people, approximately 29.5 mil-
lion people have been surveyed based on their 
monthly earnings. Interestingly, the majority of 
the people already earns more than Rp 2 million 
per month – more than US $145 – which means, 
if one person from this group does not have any 
family member to take care of, they would only 
spend around Rp 1.2 million per month – equiva-
lent to US $85 – for basic needs like food, the rent 
for a small studio for one person, electricity, and 
water. Yet, they could still save the unspent mo-
ney for emergency funds.

It becomes apparent that the story would be dif-
ferent for someone who already has a family and 
children to take care of. With the same amount 
of monthly earnings, lower-income households 
need to spend more on education fees, learning 
facilities, and indirect cost to education (child’s 
transport and pocket money). According to a sur-
vey, the average total household expenditure for 
a high school level education for one person is 
Rp 552.312 – equivalent to US $40 – per month. 
This often has to be multiplied by 2 until 4, be-
cause it is quite common in Indonesia to have 
family members consisting of more than two 
children, regardless of the financial status and 
background of the family.
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Figure 2. Government, household  and official 
development assistance spending on education
constant 2018. US dollars (trillions)

Figure 1. Growth in real education spending,  
by income level  
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Figure 1 and 2 depict education 
spending in the past decades 
from various sectors. On average, 
governments around the 
world have spent significantly 
on education, compared to 
development assistance and 
household (EFW, 2020)

GOVERNMENT

Governments certainly have a vital role in this 
matter. They can play various roles, starting from 
setting the policies and targets, organising indi-
cators and budget, until monitoring and evalu-
ating policies and projects. Nevertheless, in the 
light of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments 
around the world only have one main agenda 
which resonates with the high-level global lead-
ers meeting, namely how to recover from the 
pandemic. For now, the question of what can 
governments do simultaneously to reducing the 
impact of COVID-19 and the economic gap for 
children remains.

First, governments need to make sure that they 
are protecting the education budget of their 
countries. In the pre-pandemic era, the spending 
on global education grew steadily, with low- and 
middle-income countries recording the fastest 
growth, (Figure 1). And on average, governments 
around the world become the greatest funder 
in the education sector, making all countries’ 
education development highly dependent on 
the government’s allocated fund for education 
(Figure 2).                    

With that said, reallocating or cutting the edu-
cation budget for COVID-19 mitigation would 
cause severe losses to the development of edu-
cation. As the development in the education sys-
tem is already too dependent on the public sec-
tor’s funding. Even when combining all budgets 
in the education sector during the pre-pandemic 
era, still many children remain left out of schools.

Then the next question is what should the edu-
cation budget be spent on during this pandemic? 
The answer should be providing facilities (smart-
phones, mobile data, and access to online learn-
ing platforms) for children and teachers. With 
schools being closed following the social restric-
tion imposed by governments, providing rela-
tively cheap to free online learning services and 
facilities to accommodate teaching and learning 
processes would certainly help minimize the cur-
rent disruption in education. At the same time, 
providing learning facilities to those most in need 
could be seen as a very good foundation for the 
government. Particularly, if in the post-pandemic 
era they decide to emphasize the hybridity of ed-
ucation methods, including online learning.

Yet, I do realise that not all countries have the 
capacity to provide free facilities to students and 
teachers, which allows the shift of the learning 
processes to online methods. Since govern-
ments are already struggling with the COVID-19 
situation, reprogramming the budget on health 
sectors. Thus, this is the moment for other col-
laborating partners to jump in and help the gov-
ernment.
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ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS  
AND THINK-TANK ORGANISATIONS

With the government having their hands tied hand-
ling the virus at the moment, these stakeholders 
could definitely ease the burden of the government 
by advocating for policy recommendations and 
assessing whether a policy is going as intended.

Academic institutions and Think-Tank Organisa-
tion regularly publish evidence-based reports for 
policy reference without which government in-
stitutions and the private sector would go blind in 
their decision-making process, perhaps speculat-
ing and doing numerous trials and errors on poli-
cy implementation and product innovation which 
could have been avoided.  Furthermore, the data 
provided by these research and academic insti-
tutions could be useful for the private sector to 
innovate their businesses. Thanks to this data and 
the acceleration of digital transformation, there 
are many start-ups growing in developed and 
developing countries which can provide services 
based on the community’s needs. Especially in 
education sectors, many edtech companies now 
can give access to learning materials which are 
accessible to many students regardless of where 
they are living and background.

PRIVATE SECTORS (BUSINESSES),   
MEDIA, AND YOUNG PEOPLE (PUBLIC)

In the midst of the pandemic, most countries 
across Asian and European regions have collabo-
rated with prominent edtech and telecommuni-
cation companies of the country, to provide rela-
tively cheap to free online learning access during 
the pandemic. In my opinion this is a step forward 
in education, despite obvious setbacks during the 
pandemic. Hopefully this initiative does not only 
occur momentarily during the pandemic, but will 
continuously develop to reach more students 
who live in rural areas and do not have the funds 
to participate in online learning.

Yet, despite digital transformation happening al-
most everywhere in the world, we also need to 
consider the issue of digital divide. Using main-
stream media like television, radio, text messages 
and newspapers would still be effective in dis-
seminating the learning materials given the con-
text of the pandemic situation. Broadcasting les-
sons via national television and radio would still 
be effective to reach students who are not con-
nected to the internet.

With all partnership stakeholders having played 
their roles to make sure that the education sector 
is not lagging due to the pandemic, the last ques-
tion is: What is our role, as young people, in this 
partnership? and what can we do?

The answer is: Educate ourselves to know the 
context of the pandemic and its impact on edu-
cation better. The pandemic gives us a silver-lin-
ing that allows us to access more opportunities, 
without which we would never have the chance 
to participate. It is time for us to Involve in vol-
unteer activities, social me dia campaigns, parti-
cipate in webinars, seminars, and trainings con-
ducted by the government, NGOs, or even youth 
organisations within our community. From this 
point, we would know the real time problem in 
the community and start to understand how to 
help people.

What we have done during ASEFYLS4 with the 
15 Leadership in Action projects implemented by 
participants provides an example and demon-
strates the importance of our role in helping the 
community to recover from the pandemic. Even 
though our projects may focus on different as-
pects and are not limited to education, but also 
breaking the stigma, mental and wellbeing, cam-
paign on climate action etc, these actions help 
the community to move forward during the hard 
time. Also, it can be a platform for people whose 
voice has not been heard before.

A LIGHT IN THE END OF THE TUNNEL: 
THERE IS STILL HOPE FOR ACCESSIBLE 
EDUCATION FOR ALL

While the pandemic creates disturbance in all 
sectors, the tragedy in some ways opened our 
eyes to the gap of economic, opportunities, and 
accessibilities in our community. Hopefully, the 
collaboration between stakeholders and our ef-
fort to minimise the impact of the pandemic, es-
pecially in the education sector, setting the foun-
dation to create a more inclusive and accessible 
education for all, and help the children continue 
their studies. After all, there would still be an op-
portunity for children to dream about their future.

THESE ACTIONS 

HELP THE 

COMMUNITY TO 

MOVE FORWARD 

DURING THE 

HARD TIME
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Post Covid-19 Recovery: 
Youth Perspectives

by Ms Sun Setthikun

The global pandemic Covid-19 demonstrates a degradation of the global efforts in international 
development. Furthermore, it discloses threats with regards to various development issues, rang-
ing from well-being to educational inclusiveness, equality among gender, economics, and climate 
change. To get an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in ASEM countries, we interviewed 
three participants from ASEFYLS4 to discuss their views on how areas of international development 
have been impacted by Covid-19 as well as the role of youth involvement in helping to reshape and 
participate in better recovery after the global pandemic.

MS SEAK POR 
Cambodia 

She is currently an Interna-
tional Relations student of 
the Department of Interna-
tional Studies, Royal Uni-
versity of Phnom Penh; and 
an International Business 
student of the University of 
Cambodia. She also currently 
interns as Inclusive Education 
and Child Protection intern 
at USAID Cambodia.

MR HAO NAN
China

He is currently a Political Affairs 
Program Officer at the Coope-
ration Secretariat (for China, 
Japan and ROK) based in Seoul, 
ROK. He holds a Master in Pub-
lic Policy under the Li Ka Shing 
Foundation Scholarship from 
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public 
Policy, National University of 
Singapore, and a double Bach-
elor degree in English (Oriented 
to International Relations) and 
Diplomatic Studies.

MR MAXIM VANDEKERCKHOVE
Belgium

He is currently working as Assis-
tant Coordinator at the Expertise 
Workgroup on Technology, Sci-
ence and Innovation Diplomacy 
at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel. He 
was also a candidate at the 2019 
European elections and is Europe 
Together Ambassador at the Euro-
pean Parliament, a project which 
gave young people a voice on 
the future of the EU in high level 
political meetings, founder of the 
Hand in Hand Foundation NGO 
and ARC7 alumni.

Ms Setthikun: How do you perceive the impacts 
and disruption caused by the global pandemic 
on international development? 

Ms Seak Por: We all are aware of and witness the 
impacts and disruption caused by the current 
COVID-19 pandemic on the way to live, the way 
we work, the way we learn, and more. From my 
perspective, the biggest impact of the global pan-
demic on international development has been, 
firstly, the transferring of most of the attention 
and resources away from other issues toward re-
solving the current pandemic, and secondly, the 
disruption it creates toward the implementation 
of any development initiatives.

On the one hand, the pandemic is currently the 
top priority for all countries as well as international 
organizations. It is important to stop the spread as 
soon as possible and get the situation under con-
trol. Yet, we also have to admit that other develop-
ment issues are getting less attention due to this. 
I believe agenda setting matters very much when 
there are so many issues out there to address.

Moreover, the global pandemic is creating a “new 
normal” that is prohibiting relevant development 
initiatives from proceeding. For instance, close 
contact with beneficiaries such as people with 
disabilities is largely constrained due to restric-
tive measures; traveling is nearly impossible in 
many areas of the world, and vulnerable people 
are also facing new additional challenges due 
to the current situation that requires further at-
tention. Moreover, it is also reversing previously 
made achievements such as lifting people out 
of poverty and the decline of extreme poverty 
due to even harder financial hardship during this 
time. The World Bank has estimated that 88 to 
115 people are falling back into extreme pover-
ty due to this. Given all these negative impacts, 
I want to add that, on the flip side, maybe, the 
current pandemic is uncovering many vulnera-
bility sectors of the society that have been neg-
lected. Hopefully, they will receive attention in a 
post-recovery plan.

Mr Hao Nan: Speaking from my personal expe-
riences by just zooming into East and Southeast 
Asia, we notice the widening gap among coun-
tries within the region concerning economic sta-
tuses. This issue can be reflected through the dis-
parity of digital infrastructure in the region. The 
global pandemic generated socio-economic 
regression, which posed constraint and pressure 
on governments’ investment budget–especially 
in developing states–to further invest in digital 
infrastructure. Contrarily, in developed countries, 
the pandemic is perceived to be an opportuni-
ty to push forward their digital agenda. For ex-
ample, in the case of East Asia, China came up 
with its 14th-five-year-plan, and a campaign to 
lay out new infrastructures, including the 5G in-
frastructure and Artificial Intelligence. Moreover, 
South Korea is closing a Green Economy Deal 
and Digital Deal to modernize its economy and 
to be greener and more digitalized. Another is-
sue is related to youth mental health. In various 
countries with a younger population, such as 
many of the ASEAN countries, youth is exposed 
to unemployment or under-employment, trig-
gering a sense of disappointment and depres-
sion. In South Korea and Japan, we witness an 
increase in the suicide rate during the peak time 
of the pandemic. A lot of young people sudden-
ly become unemployed, and recently graduated 
students have a harder time to secure a job when 
entering the job market. I can personally relate 
to this, as someone who has graduated last year 
and started looking for work. Lastly, I would like 
to mention the issues of global solidarity – at the 
political level between states, and also at the in-
dividual level between people. Everyone is at a 
pointing-finger-at-one-another stage and has 
yet to work together to solve it. For instance, in 
Asia, we are working to promote collective re-
sponsibility, whereas in Europe, people are still 
prioritizing their individual rights. Ultimately, the 
pandemic has impacted the international senti-
ments, mutual understanding, and international 
exchanges between young people.
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Mr Maxim Vandekerckhove: From my perspec-
tive, the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened ex-
isting challenges in society and made them more 
visible. The first disruption is the lack of access 
to educational opportunities or exchanges. For 
instance, the Erasmus+ is still quite limitary  — 
you are either an outstanding student or com-
ing from a family with a good background to use 
the opportunity to its full potential. The program 
[mentioned] is officially open and available for 
everyone, but in reality, that is not necessarily the 
case. The miscommunication, lack of awareness 
of youth, lack of sharing of information has been 
an obstacle to the access of the opportunity. With 
Corona, the knowledge about these opportuni-
ties is short, and the youth’s willingness is also 
diminishing. As I saw, people easily forget about 
how good the opportunities were before.

Secondly, another disruption concerns the skills 
that people have now as compared to the skills 
that the job market needs. The job market is 
evolving in ways which requires the youth to 
have broad skills, that is, become generalists — 
knowing about different topics. Nevertheless, 
the job market still wants people with specific 
skills, combining broad knowledge with a more 
specified background. Yet, the overpopulation 
makes it increasingly hard for young people to 
gain enough experience to overrule those with 
many years of experience. Due to the Coronavi-
rus, even people with ten years of work experi-
ence have lost their jobs, which means they will 
now be entering the same job markets as young 
graduates. Therefore, young people like us with 
only two to three years of work experience will 
not be able to compete with them, this is incred-
ibly sad. So, the states will need to consider how 
to provide sufficient income to all these people.

Although it will take away the incentives and mer-
its for people to be successful, this can also be 
good for society: when providing basic income 
to younger people, one can also oblige them to 
a certain amount of work, including e.g. helping 
the society in the care sector. In return, we can 
have a better outcome for our society as we have 
people with higher education and with great soft 
skills employed in various sectors.

Ms Setthikun: What should be priorities and fo-
cus areas  of governments and the international 
community to restore the progress on interna-
tional development? How can youth contribute 
to the recovery?

Ms Seak Por: From my perspective, I think that the 
health care system and education sectors should 
be prioritized. Firstly, the current pandemic is 
highlighting many vulnerabilities of the health 
care system, especially in developing countries. 
Few experts have expected this pandemic or ex-
pected it to last for this long. Just like in the saying 
“No one is safe until everyone is safe”; the inter-
national community should come together and 
help developing countries in establishing resilient 
health systems for all citizens.

When health and well-being is disrupted, it in-
fluences all activities. Fortunately, it is now great 
to see the global effort in distributing the vac-
cine. Furthermore, education should certainly be 
one of the priorities, given its cross-sectional na-
ture. The education sector has been significantly 
disrupted and is particularly important because 
it fosters experts, human resources and know-
ledge – valuable contributions to society at any 
time. The education sector can also go beyond 
teaching technical skills to develop soft skills that 
allow people to be more adaptive, flexible, and 
resilient to any other future obstacles. Also, the 
issue of understanding collective responsibility 
versus individual rights in times of emergency 
is important, as it is a determining factor in the 
decision-making process of restrictive measures. 
To contribute to the post-recovery, youth can 
voice their concerns to let the government as 
well as the international community know what 
needs to be addressed, utilizing social media 
and other tools to build the future we want. 
Youths can also be the authors and initiators of 
many creative ideas and solutions to societal 
problems – exchanging ideas and cooperation 
among youth from different backgrounds also 
makes the solutions even more effective with 
more resources mobilized. Lastly, we play a role 
in assisting the implementation of government 
measures and policies as an effective grassroot 
network.

Mr Hao Nan: As for me, I would answer it from 
two levels – domestic and international level. At 
the domestic level, the pandemic has dispropor-
tionate impacts on different groups of people 
from different economic statuses. The people at 
the bottom of the society might be impacted the 
most since they do not have a social safety guar-
antee, or security scheme, and a high income to 
begin with. With the socio-economic recession, 
they might have lost their jobs, might have been 
unable to pay their bills or their rent, which may 
lead to homelessness. This may certainly have a 
negative psychological impact on people. There-
fore, the government needs to come up with 
plans, invest more, and provide opportunities to 
improve social safety nets which take care of the 
marginalized, and vulnerable people in society. 
This includes women, especially elderly women, 
single mothers, orphans, and disabled people. At 
the international level, there are too many quar-
rels between governments. Now it is time to re-
store multilateral cooperation. The first priority is 
to guarantee the delivery of vaccines, especially 
to developing countries which do not have the 
capacity to manufacture them themselves creat-
ing a great demand. That would lead us to re-
spect international laws and institutions, includ-
ing the United Nations, the World Bank, the IMF 
as well as regional organizations like ASEAN, and 
ASEAN+3. In such cases, youth can bridge mu-
tual understanding between countries to resolve 
the misunderstanding. It is not just about com-
municating in a common language with other 
young people, but also diving into the culture, 
civilization, history, and context to make sense 
of the contemporary dynamics of certain coun-
tries. I wish to see youth pitch more ideas, and 
turn them into projects and reality – to make our 
world better.

Mr Maxim Vandekerckhove: The internation-
al community and the government need to get 
their priorities straight. Corona presents an op-
portunity to rethink our approach to long-term 
changes. At the international level, sustainable 
development goals are good ideas, but they are 
broad. What is essential is that there is a necessity 
to develop local plans of action in different coun-
tries, without criticizing other countries. In the EU, 

there is a need to create a new contract between 
the government and the citizens in the society–
like the Conference on the Future of Europe. Eu-
rope needs to have technological independence 
from other continents and big companies. It is 
also related to education and they need to think 
about providing incentives to develop open-
source software, which is available to everyone. 
Local primary schools in Europe have a very low 
budget; they cannot spend thousands of Euros 
every year for a new version of Mic rosoft Office 
or zoom, so we need the government to invest 
in open-sources. This will improve e.g. higher 
education and exchanges of payment. Another 
aspect related to the development of the green 
sector are taxes on robots, just as the tax on la-
bor  – similar to how governments tax people 
who work  – since products in Europe are pro-
duced by robots and people only contributing 
through their intellectual work. It would incen-
tivize firms to hire more people, including small 
and medium enterprises, since the tax on labor is 
cheaper. Lastly, there is a need to have common 
and affordable transportation that can help us to 
move from place to place for employment and 
other purposes. Based on personal experience, I 
had to travel various places to attend internation-
al conferences where I met interesting people for 
my future to access to all these good opportuni-
ties. Therefore, government needs to learn from 
this and present a strong support plan for busi-
nesses, NGOs and schools that pushes for further 
European integration, and internationalization. In 
the post pandemic recovery, I hope internation-
al youth create institutional bodies that are ded-
icated to the youth specifically, and be a pressing 
group addressing issues. Our tasks should now 
involve being the link between the international 
and the local community – communicating the 
efforts by the international community to make 
changes and contribute to the development. We 
need to defend these efforts to protect interna-
tional cooperation. We also need to make sure 
and keep on pushing for politicians and diplo-
mats to report on their activities more and to be 
more accountable.
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Homefree — the Future 
of Days at the Office

by Ms Sun Setthikun

As the COVID-19 pandemic has dragged on for 
longer and many of us have, to some degree, at 
least, gotten used to the idea of working from 
home, people and businesses alike are asking 
themselves how the nature of work will change 
in the future.

At first glance, it would appear that big business 
has certainly taken a liking to the idea of people 
working from home for a few days of the working 
week.

The e-commerce giant Amazon, for example, 
has decreed that employees in its corporate and 
technology divisions can work from home two 
days a week. Apple has recently instituted a simi-
lar policy, although it has not been altogether 
without controversy as the Delta variant continu-
es to spread.

The virtues of working remotely are often seen as 
something of a no-brainer: no commuting and an 
increase in productivity are things few would not 
get behind, especially if all that can be achieved 
by staying at home, sipping on a cup of our fa-
vorite coffee as we plough through the tasks of 
the day, getting food delivered from our favorite 
restaurants on time for our lunch breaks.

As many of us will no doubt have experienced 
for ourselves, there is more than this to working 
from home. According to a study published in 
the Journal of Occupational and Environmen-
tal Medicine, workers found that issues such 
as the lack of communication with colleagues 
and physical exercise, as well as distractions 
at work, contributed negatively to their expe-
rience of working from home, as can well be 
expected.

All this means that those with a horse in the race 
of office real estate will no doubt bend over back-
wards to make returning to the office an attractive 
proposition for as many companies as possib-
le. What may well change, however, is that both 
companies and office landlords will have to think 
of the office experience in terms of added value. 
Since working is no longer confined to any given 
physical space, workers may well feel that going 
to the office should be worth it, instead of some-
thing to be tolerated as part of the daily grind.

With all these questions in mind, and with work-
ing from home having some significant, proven 
drawbacks, it is far too soon to declare an end to 
the era of the office. One could even go as far as 
to say that working in an office is an easy solu-
tion to many of the problems workers face when 
choosing to work from home.

As is often the case, it is likely that the truth lies 
somewhere between the extremes. Those who 
can work from home will – no doubt – enjoy an 
increase in freedom and flexibility, but are unlike-
ly to want to miss out completely on workplace 
camaraderie and the chance for a change of 
scenery now and again, not to mention the free-
dom to play slightly different roles at work and 
at home, with the lines between them defined 
clearly enough so as not to cause conflict.

If the pandemic has taught us anything about 
how we work, it is probably that some things are 
best kept outside the workplace, as evidenced 
by everything from Members of Parliament uri-
nating during work calls to toilets heard flushing 
during sessions of the US Supreme Court.

Some boundaries are in place for a reason and 
for all the possibilities of working from home, we 
are unlikely to want to give up on them anytime 
soon.

The ideal of working from home does indeed 
seem to be built around a home environment 
with very few distractions, where we are able to 
isolate ourselves from our other obligations and 
concentrate on work. Such conditions do not 
come cheap, as one might expect.

Apart from the issue of space, there is also the 
matter of workplace safety. In an office environ-
ment, one’s employer is responsible for keeping 
employees up to speed with safety procedures 
and ensuring that workers can carry out their du-
ties with as little risk to themselves as possible. 
When it comes to working from home, howev-
er, the situation is far more ambiguous: if an em-
ployee slips and falls at home during working 
hours, who is ultimately responsible? Can em-
ployers reasonably be expected to check eve-
ry home for potential hazards? More broadly, if 
people always take work home with them, how 
do they switch off at the end of the working day?

Another factor in helping offices stay afloat, per-
haps rather predictably, is money:  as The Econo-
mist points out, developers and investors are 
scrambling to get their buildings up to scratch in 
anticipation of the new demands imposed upon 
them by people returning to the office in great-
er numbers. Sought-after amenities include out-
door spaces and better ventilation.

That does not mean, however, that those num-
bers will be as great as before: as companies 
reconsider their need for office space, with em-
ployees having become accustomed to working 
from home, there is plenty of vacant office space 
to go around. So far, 18% more office floor space 
has been lost around the world than during the 
2007–2009 financial crisis.

some 

things are 

best kept 

outside the 

workplace
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Achieving Inclusion in 
ASEFYLS4 Through a 
Transformative Process:
a Conversation with Ms Leonie Nagarajan

by Mr Alvin Adityo

Mr Alvin:
Ms Leonie, during the opening session, you men-
tioned that the previous three ASEFYLS were dif-
ferent compared to this 4th edition. Could you 
please explain briefly why and how ASEFYLS is 
different this year?

Ms Leonie: 
Due to the pandemic the 4th edition of ASEFYLS 
is taking place online and is therefore com-
pletely different from the previous three edi-
tions. The first ASEFYLS was a face-to-face 
meeting, which we organised next to the ASEM 
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Luxembourg in 
2015. The youth conference itself was for three 
to four days and included many debates and 
discussions. By the end of the summit we held 
a Call for Action.

The second ASEFYLS was held in South Korea 
on the side of the Economic Ministers’ Meet-
ing in September 2017.  For the third edition in 
Brussels in October 2018, we engaged young 
peop le not only theoretically but also in practice. 
In my opinion, being a leader is not only about 
sharing your vision. You also need to lead, guide 
and demonstrate that you are  actively pursuing 
your idea. Hence, we designed the ASEFYLS4 as 
a 10-month long leadership journey. The pro-
gramme included a number of journey phases, 
included a Knowledge Building Phase, a Leader-
ship in Action Phase and a virtual ASEFYLS4 Sum-
mit Conference.

Leadership is supposed to be a transformative 
process, and transformation only takes place 
when you get inspired.  Then you are able to test, 
implement, and grow throughout the process.

Mr Alvin:
Do you think that the pandemic became a chal-
lenge for ASEF in organising this project? Or on 
the contrary, is it an opportunity for ASEF to in-
novate?

Ms Leonie:
The original project plan was very different. Ini-
tially, we wanted to focus on leadership and 
technology as a follow-up from the ASEFYLS4  

in Brussels, which addressed the topic of ethical  
leadership, with leadership and technology as 
a sub-theme.

Following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we had to adjust and make changes to our 
original plans. We wanted to create a programme 
where we tackle issues pertinent to the pande-
mic, but also a programme that looks beyond the 
pandemic itself. That is why we focus on sustain-
able development. We collaborated with College 
of Europe in Natolin (CoEN), who has played an 
essential part of the organisation since the 3rd 
ASEF Young Leaders Summit. We also partnered 
with the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) to 
work on an ASEM Youth report and youth oppor-
tunities in Asia and Europe. CCL’s philosophy of 
what leadership means is very similar to ours – 
it  is a process and social interaction rather than 
a title or fact.

The pandemic gave us the opportunity to com-
pletely transform the project. Certainly, we con-
sidered the opportunities and risks of this pro-
gramme, engaging over 200 young people over 
a period of 10 months. If the project were to take 
place in a face-to-face format, we would not be 
able to involve as many participants for financial 
reasons. However, due to the new format we 
were faced with other challenges, such as digital 
inequality and other accessibility issues, and the 
need of frequently checking-in with participants 
to ensure their continued commitment and in-
volvement in the project. Engagement levels and 
dynamics in a virtual world follow different rules 
and principles. Many of our participants have 
other personal and professional commitments 
outside of the programme. If you sign up for an 
event that is 3-4 days long, you can manage your 
time easily. If you wish to be part of a 10-month 
long learning journey, that is a different scena-
rio. Screens unfortunately are not very helpful for 
conveying inter-cultural messages and a feeling 
of community.

In short, the whole project methodology 
changed, however COVID-19 was in a way an 
opportunity for us, as we developed a project in 
a new format.MS LEONIE NAGARAJAN Director Education Department of ASEF
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Mr Alvin:
The programme has attracted 202 participants 
from 51 countries. Even more interesting is the 
ratio of participants, which is quite balanced with 
around 55% female and 45% male participants, 
coming from diverse backgrounds. What role 
does inclusion play?

Ms Leonie:
For optics on paper, it is always nice to list statis-
tics and to say that you have 55% female and 45% 
male participants coming from 51 countries, rep-
resenting the whole ASEM community. But what 
is actually behind that number? Diversity on pa-
per does not mean that everybody has the possi-
bility to speak up and has space to get engaged. 
During this ASEFYLS edition we invited the alumni 
who are DEI experts and identify themselves as 
Persons with Disability to collaborate with us and 
give us advice on enhancing the accessibility and 
inclusion elements of the project.

When you talk about inclusion there are cer-
tain areas that immediately come to mind, for 
instance gender equity and inclusion of people 
with disabilities. But we also need to think about 
the inclusion of participants with different socio-
economic backgrounds, different levels of ed-
ucation, and based in different locations. Since 
some participants come from rural areas with 
difficulties to access the internet, we have to 
ask ourselves, how do we engage these partici-
pants? In the upcoming months we would like to 
conduct a survey and find out the participants’ 
accessibility and what we need to improve over 
the next month to ensure that everybody has the 
same opportunity.

Mr Alvin:
I would like to take this opportunity to share 
my perspective on connectivity since you just 
touched on the issue. I have also witnessed 
that some participants have connectivity issues, 
which may decrease their motivation to partici-

For instance, we have some participants produce 
podcasts while others tackle female health hy-
giene and sexual education.

Each Leadership in Action activity is led by a team 
leader, the so-called Navigator, who sets the 
overall course.  Participants are the crew to con-
tribute to a successful journey. Each of them has 
different tasks. There might be people who have 
strong communication skills or have expertise  
in content building. Others may help setting the 
path for the ‘ship’.

Each of the participants has to demonstrate his/
her respective competencies and skills in the par-
ticular Leadership in Action activity. Then, it is a 
matter of time commitment and enthusiasm of 
the team to make the project happen. Over six 
months participants will be working with people 
outside their own country who they have never 
met in person. We hope that on one stage of the 
journey they can move from team members to 
friends. 

Mr Alvin: 
As you have stated earlier, the online meetings 
allow ASEF to invite more participants to the pro-
ject. Could you see this project format repeating 
itself in the future?

Ms Leonie:
Hybrid projects are an interesting option for the 
future and offer many opportunities. However, 
we definitely want to go back to physical and 
face-to-face meetings, where we can interact 
and feel the excitement and intercultural dyna-
mics of young people across the ASEM region. 
The online format opened our eyes that we can 
reach more people, and in the future, we need 
to try to find opportunities to make our projects 
more accessible, even though we know that we 
cannot gather the same number of participants 
as today for on-site meetings. I think our future 

task will be to incorporate measures to enhance 
accessibility, rather than only going back to face-
to-face meetings.

Mr Alvin:
Do you have a last message that you would like to 
share to the ASEFYLS4 participants?

Ms Leonie:
Firstly, I would like to thank the participants, be-
cause this project is obviously only possible when 
you have people who give you their trust and 
believe in the project. Secondly, while ASEFEdu 
facilitates the ASEFYLS, the project becomes 
alive with the participants, because this project 
is empty without their implementation.. We are 
providing the materials for building “the house” 
and we give it a foundation and structure, but the 
participants need to design, decorate and furnish 
the “house”. They basically make it cozy. There is 
the saying ‘you can bring the horse to the water 
but you cannot convince the horse to drink’. In 
the end, indeed, we are engaging over 200 par-
ticipants and offer opportunities, but whether or 
not the participants use these opportunities is up 
to them. Likewise, each participant will use this 
opportunity differently. We want everybody to 
participate in every session and do their activities 
and tasks, but there are reasons why people are 
less or more committed. This is a journey, and 
in a journey there are moments where you are 
running faster and slower depending on your en-
ergy. So, our message to the participants is: The 
ASEFYLS4 is a worthwhile journey with different 
learning opportunities and all of you will learn 
in very different ways. Focus on your personal 
learning journey and your own lessons learned. 
We are here, giving you the raw materials. You are 
the one who ought to shape it.

pate in the online meetings. However, as you 
said, it is essential to ask these participants how 
one can assist them to follow the discussions. 
I  have met with some participants with special 
needs that require assistance so that they can fol-
low the remaining programme. How does ASEF 
try to facilitate participants with special needs?

Ms Leonie:
We need to realise that there is no one size fits 
all approach. Everybody has their different needs, 
competencies, skills, and backgrounds, which 
we have to acknowledge and understand. There 
are also different forms of and ways to assist par-
ticipants. For example, if you have somebody 
who has a more introverted personality and who 
needs more encouragement to speak up, this 
encouragement can come from the moderators/ 
facilitators, the organisers, but also the peers, 
who play a key role in supporting each other. 
Finding out how peers in the group are support-
ing each other  is part of the journey as well.

We need to create an atmosphere where partici-
pants feel comfortable to speak and ask for sup-
port. As organisers we need to create an environ-
ment where participants can develop and show 
empathy towards others to understand and to 
step in and help.

Mr Alvin:
Right after the summit we will have what ASEF 
calls the Leadership in Action project. During this 
phase, participants which have been divided into 
15 groups would showcase their leadership skills 
and SDG project implementation in the society. 
What do you expect from the participants during 
this phase?

Ms Leonie:
We have 15 different Leadership in Action activi-
ties ranging from fully virtual activities to onsite 
activities that take place in local communities. 
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Breaking Taboo 
on Mental Health  by Ms Sun Setthikun

A couple of years ago, I first realized that I encountered mental health issues. I was under a lot of 
pressure as a senior student who had a lot on her plate from studying to doing internship, running 
projects, working on her thesis, and trying to look for jobs after graduating. I would be lying if I were 
to say that I was not overwhelmed by the pressure of trying to be perfect, to land a good job and to 
not let down my family’s expectations of me. At one point, I started to question why health insurance 
would only cover physical health and not mental health even though it is common among the global 
population. This is a small piece of evidence that illustrates how the topic of mental health remains 
a taboo in society - beyond a priority, or a topic of public discussion despite global efforts to raise 
awareness on it.

Mental Health is defined as “a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abili-
ties, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribu-
tion to his or her community”. In this sense, mental health is intertwined with people and commu-
nity welfare, considering that it impacts individual activities, freedom and livelihood. Mental Health 
problems may range from anger to anxiety and panic attacks, bipolar disorder, depression, eating 
disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder also known as OCD, panic attacks, paranoia, personality 
disorders, phobias, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), self-esteem, self-harm, stress and more 
depending on the level of its seriousness. The causes of mental health illness may result from an in-
dividual’s coping mechanism - their emotional and physical response to events and people around 
them together with the influence from external factors such as social and cultural norms, economic 
conditions, and politics.

Looking at the bigger picture of mental health, the World Health Organization (WHO) reported that 
20% of global children and adolescents, and 15% of the elders at the age of 60 and more have been 
diagnosed with mental health disorder and illnesses. According to the World Health Organization 
report, one of the most common mental health problems is depression in which individuals may ex-
perience emotional up-down, or a state of emotionlessness responsive to life events. More than 264 
million of global population have suffered from this issue, causing them to become less productive 
in works, study, and in a severe condition it contributed to suicide. Annually, an approximate amount 
of 800,000 people committed suicide, which estimated to take life at a rate of every 40 second. The 
major age group that has been the victim of this mental problem and committed suicide is identified 
to be at the range of 15 to 29 years old. Other mental problems such as bipolar disorder, schizophre-
nia, and dementia severely consumed the wellbeing of 45 million people, 20 million people, and 50 
million people around the world. Treatments for mental illness exist. However, more than 70% of the 
low-income and middle-income states (in EU, it is 50% of the patients) cannot afford to have it treat-
ed due to the social stigma against mental health illness, the limited resources, and available experts 
in those countries. If there were to be attention spared to help these group of people fighting their 
mental health problem, we might have saved lives of those 800,000 people who committed suicide 
every year (if not all of them, at least a huge number of the victim).

Amidst the global pandemic, mental health became one of the urgent yet underemphasized issues 
the society. In the normal phenomenon, mental health arises from various determinants including 
childhood, trauma, social isolation, discrimination, poverty, severe stress, and unemployment. How-
ever, due to the impacts of disruption in supply-chain, international trade and demands, global econ-
omies contracted resulting in job losses, poverty, and inequalities within society, and between states. 
Since fear, anxiety, and stress are generally the consequences of human response to uncertainty or 
threat, it inferred that the global pandemic which lasts for around more than a year by now inevita-
bility generates overwhelming stress. This can ignite mental health illness with people having limited 
social contact due to lockdown, travel restrictions, protection measures that force the global popu-
lation to stick to work from home, unemployment, online learning, and meetings. While government 
spending has dominated in healthcare sectors to treat infected COVID-19 cases, it did not cover the 
mental health treatment costs.

The stigma against mental health is buried within the social context whether it is in Europe and Asia, 
the problems are just as serious as one another which can be translated into economic loss if not 
properly handled. Based on data from Swiss Re Group, in major case-studies of Southeast Asia, statis-
tics of mental health were marked at an unexpectedly high rate. Approximately 14% of the population 
of Singapore and Malaysia were reported to have suffered from mental health illness. In Europe, on 
the other hand, the number was estimated to be more than 84 million people with an annual rate of 
10 million people increase. WHO in the EU reported the number of victims of depression, or anxiety 
at the rate of 25% of the population, often becoming a permanent disability. The economic impact 
of depression and anxiety alone, the damage accounted for $1 trillion globally every year while the 
figure in Europe amounted to €170 billion every year.

Therefore, to put an end to mental health stigma, a global pandemic shall denote the need to heavily 
invest not just on physical healthcare infrastructure, but also mental health facilities, experts, and care 
services. Discussion on mental health shall be encouraged and facilitated in public policy debates, 
and normalization of discussion of mental health among youth and adults must be encouraged in 
order to break the taboo, and misconception of mental health. Lessons on mental health should 
be included in educational curriculum to raise awareness, and provide possible elementary coping 
mechanisms before they wish to seek professionals. Imagine if people are able to tell that they are 
depressed, or somehow they undergo through a phase of mental health; if they can turn to anyone 
around us without hearing them responding ‘you know it is all in your head. You just overthink. You 
are such an attention-seeker’; if they can go and receive treatment openly and timely, would they opt 
to commit suicide? Wouldn’t the world become a brighter and better place for everyone? It is at least 
better to a certain extent in which people would not lose their family members due to mental health, 
and they would not have to grieve and resent themselves for not paying attention to their family 
members. They as well would not fall into the mental health loops just like their loved one.
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What has COVID-19 
Meant for Global Refugee 
Policies and the Displaced 
People that Remain in 
Refugee Camps?

by Mr Nick Pentney

For 2020 and 2021, much of the world was re-
stricted to a small space, with strict rules on peo-
ple’s movements and facing uncertainty about 
their future incomes and livelihoods. For migrants 
and refugees spread out around the world in UN 
funded refugee camps and temporary accom-
modations, this is something that they’ve experi-
enced for years and for some, even decades.

COVID-19 has brought on new issues and chal-
lenges for the international community and for 
asylum seekers and refugees in 2020–2021, this 
is no different. They’ve had to overcome obsta-
cles such as hunger, loss of income and security 
and increased border restrictions in their efforts 
to achieve resettlement. The recent mass evac-
uations from citizens in Afghanistan was a re-
minder that humanitarian crises continue in the 
background of the COVID-19 dominated news 
cycle. For this article I will seek to address how 
COVID-19 has influenced refugee and asylum 
seeker policies in Asia and Europe since the be-
ginning of 2020,  the challenges faced by refu-
gees, asylum seekers and displaced peoples in 
refugee camps during the pandemic and what 
can be done to address them.

At the end of 2020 the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) calculated that 82.4 mil-
lion people around the world were forcibly dis-
placed. This figure has doubled since 2010 and 
is the highest figure ever recorded, with massive 
humanitarian crises in Syria, Venezuela, Afghani-
stan, South Sudan and Myanmar making up 68% 
of all displaced peoples. The COVID-19 crisis ac-
cording to the UNHCR did reduce the anticipat-
ed number of displaced people by 1.5 million by 
the end of 2020 and a 33% fall in the number of 
asylum applications. The latter figure was largely 
influenced by many of the world’s leading econ-
omies who make up the majority of refugee re-
settlements, closing their migration offices in the 
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic to al-
locate resources to support their health systems 
and reduce their intake of migrants and refu-
gees. This decision was in line with their objec-
tives of decreasing the likelihood of introducing 
or increasing the presence of COVID-19 in their 
countries. Italy had a 38.3% decline of its refu-
gee intake from March–May 2020 as a result of 
closing its migration office in March 2020 while 
Ireland, Cyp rus, Poland and Portugal are some 
of the many other nations across Europe that 
closed migration offices temporarily during 2020 
to direct resources towards containing the virus 
among their populations. Australia meanwhile 
decided to cut their refugee intake, reducing the 
number of resettlements from 13,750 to 5,000 
people, a decision the Refugee Council of Aus-
tralia called “shattering”.

Some nations across Europe found ways to con-
tinue to support asylum seekers residing in their 
borders with Belgium, Cyprus and Spain extend-
ing rights to allow asylum seekers already in the 
country to work in industries with labour short-
ages such as agriculture and forestry sectors. Fin-
land, Germany and Portugal took steps to create 
safe housing options that served to both decon-
gest existing migration centres and to reduce the 
risk of COVID-19 spreading into the community.
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Those in 2020/21 who were already displaced 
would come to experience further hardships 
brought on by the pandemic. Conflicts in Syria, 
Yemen, Myanmar and Afghanistan continue to in-
flict violence upon civilians, leaving people with 
no choice but to seek refuge or asylum in other 
countries despite the health pandemic raging on 
around the world.

In Bangladesh more than 700,000 Rohingya ref-
ugees reside after fleeing from Myanmar due to 
what the UN describes as genocidal violence 
against the Muslim minority ethnic group. Ac-
cording to Oxfam International, when COVID-19 
broke out into the global community, Bangla-
desh refugee camps struggled to get access to 
food. Extensive checks on food before entering 
the camps meant it often was rotten or inedible 
upon being provided to refugees. The Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC) estimated in August 2021 
that more than 75% of displaced and conflict af-
fected people have lost income since the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and 86% of the world’s 
refugees were hosted inlow-middle income 
countries with “significant financial challenges 
and fragile health systems”. This means that those 
without incomes continue to face famine related 
challenges with many children impacted as they 
make up over 40% of displaced people’s despite 
making up only 30% of the world’s global pop-
ulation. Furthermore, the World Bank estimates 
that the number of people pushed into extreme 
poverty by the end of 2021 due to COVID-19 
will be 143–163 million people. In Afghanistan 
and Iraq, 81% and 66% of displaced people sur-
veyed reported having their meals cut since the 
beginning of the pandemic while in West Africa, 
UNICEF reported that acute malnutrition experi-
enced by displaced people will rise by 1.5 million 
from 2019 levels.

Women also suffered significantly due to cuts in 
supplies, resources and workers from sponsoring 
organisations. Many women in the camps were 
responsible for keeping their families’ areas clean 
and the pandemic meant their workload had to 
double. Their hardships were increased further 
when several organisations halted or decreased 
their contributions to UN refugee camps and 
those who ran the camps decreased the amount 
of security to reduce the risk of workers being in-
fected with COVID-19. The consequence of this 

was an increase in domestic violence and sexual 
assault against women who now are increasingly 
concerned for their safety and the safety of their 
families residing in the camps.

At the end of 2020, COVID-19 had been reported 
to have been surprisingly absent from those re-
siding in refugee camps. This could be attributed 
to many of these camps being in remote loca-
tions with the director of Human Rights Watch 
Bill Frelick claiming “No one casually goes in and 
out”. It could also be attributed to strict national 
lockdowns such as Jordan’s closure of airports 
and borders in early March protecting its 747,000 
mostly Syrian refugee population. However, with 
many states gradually reopening their borders 
and easing restrictions, COVID-19 is becoming 
increasingly present in refugee camps with many 
camps in Jordan reporting their first cases in Sep-
tember 2020. With 40,000 per square km in the 
Kutupalong camp in Bangladesh and 21,550 per 
sq km in Tierkidi camp Ethiopia, people in these 
camps are particularly vulnerable to the Delta 

COVID-19 strain without the necessary protec-
tive and medical equipment.

So, what can the global community do to en-
sure refugees aren’t forgotten and left to des-
pair during the COVID-19 crisis? The first is to 
answer the UN’s call for funding to ensure ref-
ugee camps are equipped with necessary food, 
ventilators, protective equipment and security to 
ensure those in the camps have necessary pro-
tection against COVID-19, have an income and 
have security against potential sexual assault and 
violence.

UNICEF’s Middle East and North Africa division 
only received 40% of essential funding in 2020 
and the UN World Food Programme (WFP) faces 
budget cuts and has been required to reduce its 
food rations to refugees in Eastern Africa by 30%. 
The likes of Portugal, Italy, South Korea and the 
UK reduced their foreign aid budgets during 2020 
with the UK reducing their budget by $US3.7 bil-
lion, further complicating efforts by the UN to 
raise essential funds. The UN in 2021 has called for 
$US35 billion in 2021 funding and while nations 
around the world have suffered significant blows 
to their economies to keep people employed and 
health systems afloat during the pandemic to the 
tune of $US10 trillion collectively, asylum seek-
ers as has been earlier outlined, can play a role in 
filling essential roles in national economies. Fur-
thermore, the recent crisis in Afghanistan where 
many states volunteered planes and visas to res-
cue desperate civilians threatened by the Taliban 
showed global collaboration was possible, the 
world needs to come together to fix the shortfall 
in funding and resources experienced in global 
refugee camps that threaten to become over-
crowded wastelands if wealthy nations continue 
to reduce their refugee intake and funding that 
supports displaced people overseas. The Global 
Humanitarian Overview outlined that 160 mil-
lion people in 56 countries could be helped if the 
$US35 billion was obtained in 2021. Much of that 
funding according to UN Emergency Relief Co-
ordinator Mark Lowcock would go towards help-
ing the tens of thousands of flood victims in Ban-
gladesh in addition to tackling violence against 
girls and vaccinating millions of refugees, which 
would go a long way to helping resettle them in 
nations that are fast approaching 90% national 
vaccination rates.

the number of 
people pushed 
into extreme 
poverty by the 
end of 2021 due 
to COVID-19 
will be 143–163 
million
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Another proposal is gradually increasing nation-
al refugee intakes to pre COVID-19 levels among 
developed nations. The UNHCR calculates that 
in 2019 64,000 asylum seekers started new lives 
abroad in host countries while only 22,800 did 
in 2020. More than 550,000 people according to 
UNHCR have fled their homes in Afghanistan this 
year while 3.5 million people are displaced within 
the country. Pakistan, Iran and Germany have tak-
en in significant amounts of Afghan refugees with 
Germany processing 181,100 people and Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel claiming another 40,000 still 
in the country may have a right to be evacuated 
to Germany if they are endangered by the Tali-
ban. Whereas countries such as the UK, Austra-

lia and Belgium have taken in a collective 33,900 
people in the last 12 months. Both Pakistan and 
Iran have told the international community that 
they have reached max capacity and those who 
seek asylum in those countries will have to stay 
in camps near the border until they can return to 
Afghanistan.  Many European governments are 
fearing a political backlash similar to those expe-
rienced in 2015 when many Syrian refugees were 
resettled. Austria, Poland and Switzerland have 
outlined they will not accept any new Afghan ref-
ugees and are upping border regulations to guard 
against illegal arrivals. However international law 
prohibits countries from denying entry to asy-
lum seekers during a global health pandemic 

and this law could be challenged in international 
courts over the coming months. While the crisis 
in Afghanistan is just the latest humanitarian cri-
sis to cry out for significant refugee resettlement, 
many countries are simply looking to escape by 
taking a minimal number of refugees during their 
re covery from the COVID-19 crisis.

It will require a combination of significant mone-
tary contributions to the UN and an increase in 
refugee intake to ensure refugee camps around 
the world don’t become wastelands to poverty, 
sickness and despair. Meeting the $US36 billion 
dollar annual goal will mean millions of displaced 
people sitting in overcrowded UN refugee camps 

around the world have access to essential sup-
plies and protection from violence and COVID-19 
while they wait to be processed and resettled. 
As violence and unrest ravages on in countries 
such as Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar and Vene-
zuela during the COVID-19 pandemic, countries 
must not forget their obligations to international 
law and helping those in desperate need during 
the pandemic. While lockdowns are difficult to 
endure, enduring them in overcrowded refugee 
camps without access to protective COVID-19 
equipment and access to food will mean the 
world will emerge from the COVID-19 crisis with 
another one on its hands.
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Youth Up!

Ambassador Johannes 
Matyassy Speaks with 
Asian and European 
Youths

The ASEF Youth Dialogue Series with ASEM Lead-
ers is part of the ASEFYLS programme where 
selected delegates moderate the session and 
present pertinent questions to the ASEM Leaders.

Thursday, 6 May 2021, ASEF officially launched 
the first ASEF Youth Dialogue Series with ASEM 
Leaders. On this occasion, Ambassador Johannes 
Matyassy, Deputy State Secretary and Director of 
the Consular Directorate, Swiss Federal Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) was invited to share 
his thoughts and experiences on COVID-19, mul-
tilateralism, the role of the Asia-Europe Meeting 
(ASEM), and shared his advice to young leaders 
pursuing the international political arena.

The session was moderated by four delegates 
from the 4th edition of ASEFYLS. They were 
Ms Setthikun Sun, Cambodia, Ms Martina Chiara-
luce, Italy, Mr Elischa Link, Switzerland, and Mr 
Emanuel Aegerter, Switzerland. The modera-
tors addressed several questions to Ambassador 

Matyassy which were gathered from the other 
4th ASEFYLS delegates prior to the session. The 
questions are:

1. Based on your perspective, how do you 
think that the COVID-19 pandemic will impact 
relations among nations?

2. Collaboration between Asia and Europe 
will be essential in creating a global sustainable, 
just, equitable economy. What role do you see 
for ASEM, especially in a post-pandemic world? 
Do you see a special added value for small coun-
tries in this platform?

3. Students and young leaders often feel dis-
connected from processes of multilateralism, 
intergovernmental bodies, and international col-
laboration. These things seem so big, so far away 
and so exclusive. Why do you think that multilat-
eralism should be appealing to young people, 
and how can they engage in it?

The session opened with encouraging words 
from Ambassador Toru Morikawa. He enthusias-
tically expressed “Youth Up!”, and explained that 
young people need to be a part of the political 
decision-making process to make better poli-
cies. It was a meaningful opportunity for young 
leaders to listen to experienced political leaders 
in the spirit of curiosity and learning. Ambassador 
Matyassy proceeded with the dialogue by can-
didly sharing his experiences when he was start-
ing as a political leader. He also shared his realis-
tically hopeful views about multilateralism as we 
proceed with our lives during COVID-19.

by Ms Nur Syahirah Khanum and Mr Alvin Adityo

AMBASSADOR  
JOHANNES MATYASSY

Deputy State Secretary 
and Director of the Consular 
Directorate, Swiss Federal 
Department of Foreign Affairs 
(FDFA) 

50 orange magazine 4th ASEF Young Leaders Summit 512021



building with the European and Asian nations, 
while producing concrete results through vari-
ous collaborative projects. Ambassador Matyassy 
reminded us that mutual exchange and under-
standing is the foundation for finding the solu-
tions for tomorrow.

When the topic of discussion later touched on 
young people’s engagement and influence in in-

ternational political agendas, His Excellency re-
minded us that we are already in the process of 
engagement. Through the ASEFYLS platform, we 
are exchanging and developing ideas with other 
participants from the conference. Additionally, 
His Excellency encouraged us to raise our voices 
and our opinions whenever it is possible, because 
what we are doing now is influencing the future 
of the world and ourselves

Ambassador Matyassy further advised us sug-
gesting that we should get an education, devel-
op a focus area, and experience studying abroad. 
Education gives us the advantage to have a sense 
of understanding of how the world functions. 
His Excellency provided an example from Swit-
zerland where political education is offered in 
schools, providing the younger generation with 
knowledge about the political and democratic 
systems and how they work in the country. Sec-
ondly, it is to be focused to develop expertise in a 

specific area. The Ambassador explains that even 
though international relations studies give us ex-
posure and a special flair on international topics, 
any other studies and specializations including 
health, law, geography, or economics would give 
us certain expertise. This would help us to have a 
position in a multilateral group where we could 
provide expertise and practice solidarity through 
our knowledge. Ambassador Matyassy further 

asserted, “always remember to be the person 
that people listen to”.

As a closing remark, Ambassador Matyassy once 
again reminded us to stay focused on what we 
are doing right now. Meeting and working col-
laboratively with people from other countries and 
exchanging ideas to approach certain issues are 
necessary for the future of our world. His Excel-
lency affirmed us with three significant aspects 
for multilateralism to flourish in a post-COVID-19 
world and the role we can play - we must value 
cooperation and collaboration and be responsi-
ble to decide our future.

His Excellency Johannes Matyassy during the dialogue with young people across the ASEM regions, moderated by ASEFYLS4 
participant representatives (Left to right: Ms Martina Chiaraluce, Ms Setthikun Sun, Mr Elischa Link)

Ambassador Matyassy assured us with the words, 
“what concerns all of us, can only be solved by all 
of us”. It is a realistically hopeful reminder that as 
long as we are collectively caring, we can solve 
any challenge despite arising difficulties  — this 
includes climate change. Climate change affects 
everyone, leading to the need to involve all to 
mitigate and adapt to it. He further expressed that 
it requires a global commitment and caring col-
lective action. This has become evident as coun-
tries come together to address COVID-19.

Ambassador Matyassy also highlighted the im-
portance of defending and advancing multilat-
eralism despite its imperfections. He further ex-
plained that in pursuing multilateralism, it is vital 
to “build inclusive, innovative, and forward-look-
ing partnerships”. Reflecting on the COVID-19 
impacts, the pandemic has shown us the differ-
ent ways to do things. His Excellency expressed 
that the pandemic has shifted the balance in the 

way we do things. To find the new balance, socie-
ty is rethinking ways of living and working which 
will change the behaviour of society. This shifts 
the relations between nations, balancing internal 
policies and solidarity. In this case, despite the 
differences and various reactions from the pan-
demic, solidarity between nations is the key as-
pect for us to overcome the pandemic.

His Excellency commended ASEM as both an in-
formal and formal platform that brings together 
various nations and promotes mutual under-
standing. The informal character of the platform 
encourages “out-of-the-box thinking’’ during dis-
cussions. It is valuable for finding solutions. Not 
only that, Ambassador Matyassy shared that as a 
non-European Union member, it allows Switzer-
land to communicate and reach consensus with 
the Union, while building connections with the 
Asia region. This platform is beneficial as it brings 
various interests together and fosters consensus 

always remember 
to be the person 
that people listen to
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Covid–19 and Oceans

The 8th of June marked Global Oceans’ Day 
which was firstly adopted by the United Nations 
back in 2008, celebrated with the mindset of rais-
ing awareness on the importance of the oceans. 
Oceans cover 70% of the earth — supporting lives 
(human and living organs) by providing sources 
of food, homes to biodiversity, producing more 
than half of global oxygen, and creating jobs for 
millions of workers in the oceans-based indus-
tries in which the number is predicted to grow to 
40 millions by 2030. However, throughout the 
years, the UN reported that around 90% of the 
large fishes devoured; additionally the ecosystem 
of coral reefs, which accounts for half a billion 
dollars for its net value, and is considered to be 
the home and foods of fishes and sea organism 
population, and the guard for global coastline 
from storm damage, is now 50% deteriorated. 
Therefore, to once again commemorate how im-
portant the oceans are for the lives of our people 
on earth, and how the livelihoods have impacted 
our oceans, this year’s theme was determined to 
be “The Oceans: Life and Livelihood”.

Amidst the pandemic, we witness an increase 
of plastic pollution in oceans contributed by the 
single use masks, and other personal protection 
equipment that were introduced as protection 
measures. It has been reported that in 2020, 
plastic pollution was estimated to comprise 1.56 
billion face masks that constituted around 4,680 
to 6,240 metric tonnes of the former status quo. 
What made it a concerning phenomenon is the 
fact that such huge plastic pollution proportions 
might take at minimum 450 years to dissolve, 
which consequently will deteriorate ecosystems, 

sea lives, and in a long run hinder the global 
economy, ocean-based industries, fisheries, and 
lives that depend on oceans.

Nonetheless, there are also some lights in the 
darkness brought by the pandemic. Although 
Covid-19 has yielded regression and adverse 
impacts on global economics, international re-
lations, trade, developments, and other aspects, 
the pandemic opens a new gate to ocean preser-
vation. Thanks to the global economic slowdown 
brought by disruption of supply-chain, contrac-
tion of international demands in the market, it has 
been reported by the United Nations Develop-
ment Program that the level of sea and water pol-
lution, overfishing, and marine ecosystem deteri-
oration has noticeably decreased last year during 
the initial outbreak. This resulted from the slurps 
down in international fisheries, international ship-
ping, coastal tourism, coastal development, and 
natural resources extraction — oil and gas.

A study done by Shehhi and Samad found that 
within just two months of pandemic and lock-
down, the emission of carbon dioxide was found 
to have fallen by 7%. This general improvisation 
was contributed by the plummet in observed 
emission in North Europe, South China, and 
Southeast USA. In China alone, the emissions 
plunged by 123 tonnes which was equivalent to 
five percent, resulting in a drop of sea surface 
temperature by 0.5°C whereas in the North In-
dian Ocean the average cooling of sea surface 
temperature was at 5% of its normal temperature. 
Since the ocean represents a shield to climate 
change by absorbing carbon dioxide emission, 

by Ms Sun Setthikun

the figure presents good news to ocean preser-
vations. This is based on the understanding that 
in exchange for being a buffer to global warming 
by taking in carbon dioxide emission, the ocean 
will have to take in the heat which will lead to the 
rise in sea level, generating ocean acidification, 
which destroys lives below the water and its eco-
system.

Looking into the figure of each sector that con-
tributes to the progress is the international ship-
ping and ports management. It was mentioned 
that although ports are not closed amidst the pan-
demic, but the pandemic disfigures international 
shipping drastically, which infers that to a certain 
extent emissions were reduced. Ports around the 
world did not go through any closure, but their 
activities were reduced due to the slump in global 
consumption which caused international ship-
ping demand to drop. In March 2020, during the 
initial phase of the pandemic declaration, we wit-
nessed a decline of five percent and ten percent 
for cargo container trade. The number was not-
ed by UNDP as the largest record for international 
trade. By the middle of 2020, it dropped further 8% 
based on the comparison between the 2019 and 
2020 quarter database before recovering slowly 
in August. It is important to stress that the shrink-
age of traffic signifies the drop of gas emission in 
which at a normal circumstance it represented 
2.5% of global emissions that generated into the 
problem of ocean acidification, contributed to 
global warming, deoxygenation, and more.

Other aspects are global tourism and natural re-
source exploration and extraction, which was 

highly constrained by lockdown, travel restric-
tions, and shrinking global demands. The UNDP 
report mentioned that with the pandemic, ma-
rine ecosystems remain clean, peaceful and 
quiet with minimal boating and diving activities 
together with less water pollution from nearby 
accommodations, resorts, and restaurants’ im-
proper disposable wastes. A slowdown in coastal 
construction and other development may have 
near term benefits of reducing stress on coastal 
ecosystems but these are unlikely to be sustained 
once such development returns. For the oil and 
gas industries, activities also died down as the oil 
price dropped as well as the reduction of interna-
tional shipping caused a cut down of oil and gas 
demand.

To conclude, we can see that despite the fact that 
global pandemics yield abundant negative effects 
on sectors around the world, there is certainly a 
positive impact that they have generated for the 
oceans. This resulted from the halts of major in-
ternational economic activities including inter-
national trade and shipping, tourism, and natu-
ral resources extraction, which are all the main 
sources of ocean pollutants. Despite that, atten-
tion shall be given to drafting measures to curb 
the plastic pollution created by the single use of 
PPE amidst the pandemic. Oceans play vital roles 
in human lives as it provides oxygen to living or-
ganisms on earth; create jobs for people; absorbs 
carbon dioxide; facilitate trade and more; there-
fore, it should be within human conscience and 
responsibilities to recognize their importance 
and raise awareness to protect oceans from de-
terioration.
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Has Covid-19 Increased 
or Decreased the World’s 
Reliance on Fossil Fuels 
in the Face of a Looming 
Climate Disaster? by Mr Nick Pentney

Director Catherine Pettengell stated at the con-
clusion of the G7 conference that the G7 had 
“failed to rise to the challenge” of agreeing on 
substantial climate commitments, especially as 
the participating G7 countries contribute a quar-
ter of the world’s global emissions. This is backed 
up by statistics collected by The Guardian that 
outline the countries attending the G7 summit 
including India, Australia, South Korea and South 
Africa committed $US189 billion to support oil, 
gas and coal between January 2020 and March 
2021 compared to $US147 billion on clean ener-
gy sources. 

This points to a common trend that many coun-
tries have shifted back towards fossil fuel reli-
ance rather than taking steps to improve their 
green infrastructure. While the world now has 
the world’s biggest economy looking to become 
a more active global player in reducing global 
carbon emissions, most countries have chosen 
to increase their reliance on fossil fuels during 

the pandemic. A UN analysis of the $US368 bil-
lion combined global government rescue fund-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic found only 
18% can be considered green. 

Canada, China, France, India and Russia are 
just some of the many countries that increased 
their support for fossil fuel industries during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Australia is another state that has chosen to follow 
the route of a fossil fuel led recovery. The Austra-
lian government, following a 6-month investiga-
tion by a panel created by Prime Minister Scott 
Morrison, has pledged the equivalent of $US454 
million to fund gas drilling expansions for expor-
tation to trading partners in Southeast Asia. Aust-
ralia resisted calls from trading partners and local 
activists to increase their carbon emissions target 
from 28% on 2005 levels by 2030 and will not 
commit to a net zero emissions target by 2050, 
a target a majority of top 20 global economies 

In April 2020 the online world was stunned as 
they looked upon photos of a pollution free New 
Delhi and the Himalayas with New Delhi’s India 
Gate war memorial and the snowy peaks of the 
Himalayas clearly visible in photos for the first 
time in decades. 

As much of the world was confined to their homes 
in state-imposed  lockdowns, the mass reduction 
of energy usage by the international communi-
ty saw areas of the world that were previously 
choked with pollution, became clearly visible. 
The world in 2020 experienced its biggest annual 
drop in C02 emissions ever recorded with China 
recording a 25% reduction in its annual emissions 
by June 2020 due to factories closing to prevent 
the spreading of the COVID-19 virus. In Delhi 
India the air quality index (AQI) levels fell from 
an average of 200 and a peak of 900 to a rank-
ing of below 20. The World Health Organisation 
considers any AQI above 25 to be unsafe. These 
pictures gave hope to people around the world 
of how nature can recover if given a chance with 
greater pollution reductions. 

This poses the question, has the COVID-19 pan-
demic accelerated, halted or de-accelerated the 
momentum towards more ambitious national 
climate policies? 

One of the biggest shifts in global climate policy 
has come from the United States. The election of 
Joe Biden in the 2020 United States Presidential 
election meant that the world had an econom-
ic global power that was going to push for more 
global cooperation on climate change action as 
compared to an openly climate change sceptic 
Mr Donald Trump. 

In April 2021 President Biden hosted a virtual cli-
mate summit on Earth Day requesting that states 
improve their previous Paris Agreement commit-
ments. Some states responded positively to the 
US’s encouragement with the EU increasing their 
greenhouse pollution reduction target from 40% 
to 55% cut of 1990 pollution levels by 2030 and 
Japan almost doubling their greenhouse pollu-
tion reduction target from a 26% to 46% reduc-
tion of pollution from 2013 levels. Furthermore, 
a meeting with G7 leaders in mid-June 2021 re-
sulted in all G7 members agreeing to phase out 
government support for new coal power plants 
by the end of 2021. 

However, while these are much needed positive 
steps in the right direction to combating climate 
change, many have argued the commitments 
made by the G7 and the international communi-
ty are underwhelming. Climate Action Network 
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In Delhi, India the air quality 
index (AQI) levels fell from an 
average of 200 and a peak of 
900 to a ranking of below 20
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Orsted and Vestas. Furthermore, Denmark has in-
creased its pollution reduction target to 70% by 
2030, 15% higher than the EU’s goal. 

Another potential method of showing leader-
ship on climate change is to increase funding 
for the global Green Climate Fund. The Green 
Climate Fund was established at the 2015 Paris 
Climate Conference for developing nations to 
source funds to build up their renewable energy 
capabilities and to build and support agriculture 
and infrastructure that could withstand future 
climate impacts on their countries. The agreed 
upon $US100 billion contributions per annum 
target for developed nations to collectively in-
vest into this fund by 2020 was the minimum 

amount needed for this fund to have a significant 
impact. As of 2018 the fund had only received 
$US78 billion, a failure Climate Action executive 
director Tasneem Essop labelled after the June 
2021 G7 conference as a missed opportunity 
and also called the G7 conference outcomes as 
“short sighted and unforgivable”. For developing 
nations in the aftermath of COVID-19 to have a 
chance of rebuilding their economies with green 
initiatives and infrastructure, substantial contri-
butions to this fund need to be made urgently. 
It  is a method for states who wish to expand their 

climate change action beyond their own borders 
to contribute further to assist developing nations 
reduce their environmental footprint. 

Lastly, a final initiative is signing up to the High 
Ambition Coalition. The Republic of the Marshall 
Islands, a nation whose very existence is chal-
lenged by the rising sea levels posed by climate 
change, has formed the High Ambition Coalition. 
This Coalition seeks a more ambitious commit-
ment from its members to limit global heating to 
1.5 degrees Celsius, a net zero global emissions 
pathway and a 5-year cycle to update commit-
ments. This Coalition has created a pledge for 
states to commit to at least 60% stimulus spend-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic to go towards 
green industries. Currently only 9 countries are 
signatories to this pledge with the biggest eco-
nomic signatory being the Netherlands. Signing 
this pledge will mean states such as the UK and 
the US who are announcing large nation emis-
sions reductions packages will be bound to fol-
low through with investing in green industries 
and will be answerable to the very countries 
whose lands are most at risk of being uninhabit-
able within decades. 

As global leaders still collaborate on how best to 
handle the COVID-19 pandemic and distribute 
vaccines around the world, the issues posed by 
climate change remain, slowly creeping up on 
a global community largely distracted. With the 
UN intergovernmental panel on Climate Change 
conservatively giving the planet 10 years to pre-
vent irreversible destruction to the planet, glob-
al leaders are missing the opportunity to imple-
ment green transitions as part of their COVID-19 
responses that have the potential to respond to 
both threats to humanity. It can be done; just as 
urgent health measures and economic packages 
were implemented during the COVID-19 pan-
demic to keep people safe and economically se-
cure. The same resolve will need to be taken to 
prevent the climate crisis from becoming uncon-
trollable and bringing untold destruction on the 
global ecosystem and the world’s most vulnera-
ble communities.

have committed to. Indonesia is another country 
to firm its commitment to fossil fuels, currently 
accounting for 75% of all planned coal power 
plant construction in Southeast Asia according 
to the Global Energy Monitor and is planning to 
increase overall local coal consumption to make 
up 30-40% of all SouthEast Asia energy produc-
tion. They also resisted the chance to reduce coal 
plant production despite Vietnam, India and the 
Philippines all cancelling a number of planned 
Southeast Asian coal plant productions. 

When it comes to two of the world’s largest car-
bon polluters, China and India have had mixed 
results when meeting or increasing their climate 
targets. China, while pledging to peak emissions 

by 2030 and become carbon neutral by 2060, 
has continued to fund and build new coal plants 
in the country. The 25% emissions reduction by 
June 2020 caused by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic in the country has since been wiped out and 
returned to pre covid levels. Their Paris Agree-
ment commitments have meant they are free to 
continue building new coal plants for the next 10 
years. In contrast, India is currently on track to 
meet its Paris Agreement commitments made in 
2015. The state is one of the world’s biggest pol-
luters but as also having extreme levels of pov-

erty, has been allowed a more modest pollution 
reduction target. This is to have 40% of its energy 
sector by 2030 be sourced from non-fossil fuel 
energy sources, which is According to Climate 
Tracker is being met, however greater pollution 
reductions by both countries will be needed for 
the world to prevent global temperature increas-
es to below 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

So, what can countries do to ensure effective cli-
mate policies are implemented? There are multi-
ple outlets of which states can engage in to be-
come a more active global player to reduce the 
most severe impacts of climate change and assist 
developing nations reduce their reliance on fossil 
fuels. 

The first is taking action at a national level. Den-
mark is one nation who is leading the way at re-
ducing their emissions and increasing their invest-
ments into renewable energy sources. Conditions 
of the EU’s post pandemic recovery fund dictated 
that at least 37% of funding obtained by mem-
bers must be spent on green initiatives. Denmark 
has gone above this and spent 60% of its allocat-
ed $US1.9 billion on green initiatives including 
green scientific research and transition of agri-
culture and tax reform that will promote greater 
investment from Danish wind power companies 

10 years to prevent 
irreversible destruction 
to the planet
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Leave No One Behind

redistribute and realign the power and interests 
of decision-makers, policymakers, and the mar-
ginalised communities.

The UN 2030 Agenda has laid out universal valu-
es enabling the SDGs to be truly transformative. 
According to the UN Sustainable Development 
Group (2021), inherent dignity must become 
a fundamental aspect of development efforts 
and includes all people to actively participate 
in achieving sustainable development for SDGs 
to be truly transformative. One of the values is 
“Leave No One Behind” (LNOB) that embodies:

the unequivocal commitment of all UN Member 
States to eradicate poverty in all its forms, end 
discrimination and exclusion, and reduce the in-
equalities and vulnerabilities that leave people 
behind and undermine the potential of individu-
als and of humanity as a whole. (UN Sustainable 
Development Group, 2021)

Mahadi (2021, pg. 2) further points out that LONB 
commits to “reaching out to all people in need 
and deprivation, wherever they are, in a manner 
which targets their specific challenges and vul-
nerabilities.” These two perspectives suggest that 
the crucial objective of sustainability is the sanc-
tity of life and the continuity of livelihood. Often, 
this is a shared responsibility between the gov-
ernment and communities. Therefore, the imple-
mentation of the SDGs must be of the interest of 
the people at the grassroots levels, not merely 
the federal, state, or regional level of governance.

Ethical Leadership is the Bedrock 
of Sustainable Development

by Ms Nur Syahirah Khanum

The current forms of leadership compromise the 
path to limit global warming to 1.5 degree Cel-
sius. According to Alok Sharma, the president 
of Conference of Parties (COP) 26, the window 
to achieve the target is closing and leaders are 
needed to come forward. While hoping is crucial, 
taking ambitious actions are imperative to limit 
global warming as extreme weather events will 
be increasingly frequent and intense in the up-
coming decades (Thiery et al, 2021). This pres-
ents a huge disadvantage to young people and 
the practices of sustainable development. In this 
article, I discuss the centrality of intergeneration-
al equity in shaping ethical leadership in navigat-
ing the relationships between the present power 
structures and the interests of and for the future.

Intergenerational equity is one of the four prin-
ciples of sustainability. The discourse is built on 
the ideas surrounding ethics of conservation that 
combine the “anthropocentrism of the utilita rian 
and the biocentrism of the preservationist” (Ad-
nan, 2016). Adnan (2016) further expanded that 
the notion of sustainability considered ecological 
disturbance, governance, and managerial strate-
gies, and social-ecological justice where the last 
centres on distribution of wealth between both 
intra- and intergenerational, and the North and 
South.

Over numerous discussions and mega-confer-
ences on development and environment, the 
concept of sustainable development was de-
fined as “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(WCED, 1987). The Brundtland Report empha-
sised the needs, and limitations of technology 
and social organisation, or rather relationships 
between humans on the environment to meet 
present on future needs. Considering its moral 
and ethical foundation, sustainable development 
requires ethical leadership in all settings that de-
liberately reconsiders the relationship between 
power and interests.

Ethical leadership differs based on various con-
texts. Yet, it is universal in which it pertains to the 
interactions, relationships, behaviour patterns, 
and cultural norms. These elements are crucial 
to social change that happens over time. As we 
pursue the United Nations 2030 Agenda of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we are 
starting to observe in practical material terms the 
needs and limits of sustainable development. It is 
being scrutinised through the incremental imple-
mentations across various levels of governance. 
This process is a golden time to birth ethical lead-
ers. They are those who create alternatives that 

The ethical codes or policy is not merely a doc-
ument fulfilling institutional requirements. They 
are the basis of actions to centre those who 
are being left behind by modern development 
efforts. In practicing the shared responsibili-
ty, ethics that centers on human rights, dignity, 
safety, and well-being must be emphasised in 
decision-making. Leaders who undermine the 
intersectional application of such universal valu-
es or cherry-pick the beneficiary of their ethical 
leadership have no place in the making of a sus-
tainable world.

Additionally, stakeholder engagement consulta-
tion has been vital in decision-making process-
es. However, it obviates building autonomy and 
agency of people to making informed choices 
without an ethical dimension. Furthermore, 
such engagement sessions only gather those 
with power to influence a particular decision 
and those with access to the corridors of pow-
er. Choong (2019) attributes this characteristic 
as policy-sation of social change that “confines 
social change to narrow policy interests.” It is 
harmful as it further excludes stakeholders. Stake-
holders mapping conducted by organisations re-
mains futile when it does not identify those who 
are excluded and marginalised. This conscious-
ness of ethics is crucial for development efforts 
to leave no one behind.

To date, we have not yet fully grasp what a sus-
tainable world is. After all, as the future is un-
known, we will never know the interest of the 
future generation. Some also argue that there is 
only an abstract form of reciprocity or the idea of 
doing things beyond oneself for a sense of conti-
nuity (Taylor, 2013). Regardless, it is significant to 
recognise that the implication of increasing levels 
of CO2 emissions is putting lives at stake.

Decision-makers and people must reimagine so-
cial norms that support environmentally bene-
ficial actions by reconstructing and reorganising 
our needs. All ethical actions taken right now 
have various implications as they either maintain 
the status quo or shaping a sustainable world. 
Over time, I hope that ethical leadership ulti-
mately creates the social change that centres on 
equity when defining the needs of people where 
the need for overconsumption is negated.
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The Grand Finale – 
the ASEFYLS4 
Summit Week by Ms Patricia Senge

cluding, amongst other, geopolitics, econom-
ic growth, and social and cultural affairs. To this 
end, the Leadership in Action projects particularly 
highlighted the multifacetedness and intercon-
nectedness of the SDGs.

The Summit Week ended with the launch of the 
ASEM Youth Report and the delivery of a youth 
intervention during the ASEM13 opening cere-
mony by three ASEFYLS4 participants to ASEM 
leaders of 51 countries from Asia and Europe, the 
EU, and ASEAN Secretariat. 

The youth report is the first publication on youth 
leadership in ASEM and a collaboration between 
ASEF and the Center for Creative Leadership 
(CCL). It focuses on how young people can take 
part in leadership across ASEM countries and 
how to further incentivize their participation. In 
addition, the report provides recommendations 
for the design of meaningful leadership experi-
ences. It is based on an ASEM-wide online survey 
with a total of 13,676 respondents, representing 
the voices of ASEM youth. Additional focus group 
discussions and interviews added to the analysis. 

The report also provides the unique opportuni-
ty to those in power to hear from young people 
about their own leadership experiences, aspi-
rations and wishes for a post-Covid world. “We 
know that the young adults possess the global 
mindset, which is needed to spur and bring for-
ward global change. Despite this great poten-
tial, young people remain underrepresented in 
leadership and decision-making conversations.” 
says Ms Leonie Nagarajan. The full report can be 
downloaded here.

The youth declaration focused on sustainable 
development in a post-Covid-19 world. It was 
delivered by 3 representatives of ASEFYLS4 and 
called for intergenerational unity, inclusive lead-
ership, and meaningful involvement of youth in 
the design of policies. The full declaration can 
be downloaded here. “We hope that what has 
been conveyed in the declaration will be put at 
the center of the ASEM policy deliberations and 
will go beyond the message but really lead into 
actions” concludes Ms Nagarajan. 

In late November 2021, the 10-month journey 
ended with the ASEFYLS4 Summit Week. The 
youth summit took place in conjunction with the 
13th ASEM summit (ASEM13), which was hosted 
virtually by the Government of Cambodia. Over 
5 days about 200 young participants from 51 
Asian and European countries engaged in vari-
ous online meetings with ASEM leaders, present-
ed their outcomes of the 6-months Leadership 
in Action community projects to members of the 
ASEM diplomats corps, partner organizations and 
other participants and alumni. In addition, the 
ASEM Youth Declaration was presented by three 
ASEFYLS4 participants during the Opening Cere-
mony of the ASEM13 and the ASEM Youth Report 
on Leadership was launched.

The Summit Week started off with an official 
opening ceremony in which Ms Leonie Naga-
rajan, Director of the Education Department of 
ASEF, and Ambassador Morikawa Toru, Execu-
tive Director of ASEF welcomed all participants, 
congratulating them on their endurance and re-
silience during the 10-month journey. HE Hun 
Many, President of the Asian Youth Council and 

President of the Union of Youth Federations of 
Cambodia, was invited as a keynote speaker and 
particularly highlighted the importance of mul-
tilateralism to achieve the SDGs in a post-Covid 
world. The remaining four days of the Summit 
Week were structured thematically, with daily 
sessions on SDG3 Good Health and Well-Being, 
SDG4 Quality Education, SDG8 Decent Work and 
Economic Growth and SDG13 Climate Action 
taking place successively throughout the week.

While the majority of the ASEFYLS4 took place 
virtually, participants turned theory into action 
and jointly worked on 15 impactful communi-
ty projects addressing the SDGs across ASEM 
countries over the summer prior to the Summit 
Week. These projects, presented during the Sum-
mit Week, promoted hands-on collaborations 
between participants, and followed the goal of 
crea ting sustainable impact on a local commu-
nity level. Throughout the Summit Week, and 
particularly during the project presentations, it 
became visible that the topic of ASEFYLS4 “Sus-
tainable development in a post Covid-19 world” 
is indeed linked to a great variety of sectors, in-
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