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Erratic weather and extreme
climate events gripped the world
this summer, from wildfires in
Canada to floods in Greece and
Hong Kong. The human and
economic loss, along with the
increasing costs of recovery, has
led to consternation among many,
with unsustainable human
behaviour largely blamed for the
worsening situation.

Conferences and summits
concerning sustainability are
proliferating, with attention
focused on the need for broad
change in industrial production
and the potential role of
technology to achieve this.

But technology – while a crucial
part of sustainability efforts –
cannot by itself plug large and
impending gaps in meeting the
United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) by
2030. Last Monday, UN
Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres disclosed that only 15
per cent of SDG targets are on
track and that many are, in fact,
going in reverse. Committing to
ever more sophisticated
technological solutions can
address some problems, but the
sustainability crisis is bigger than
what technology alone can solve.
A broader perspective is needed.

This broader perspective should
include transformational thinking
about the economy. Decades of
industrialisation and economic
growth generated employment
opportunities for millions in
low-income countries, while
flooding wealthier countries with
ever-cheaper consumer goods.
Globalisation of supply and
delivery chains and trends like
fast fashion have exacerbated the
situation over the past 10 years –
a golden era for industrial
production.

upskilling and technology
transfer.

The 2023 release of the Asean
Circular Economy Stakeholder
Platform holds potential in
encouraging knowledge sharing
and promotion of facilitative
policies.

The next step should be an
institutionalised and systematised
monitoring mechanism to track
progress, much in the same
manner as the SDG tracker and
the EU’s circular economy
monitoring framework. The EU
framework’s indicators for
materials consumption and
productivity, waste generation
and management, trade in
recycled materials, and softer
factors like innovation and
contribution to global
sustainability can be a model for
how Asean policymakers can
target action.

Better flow of information
through a material flow
accounting database can also help
producers identify potential
partners and available streams of
reusable scrap. This effort, as do
many others, requires resource
support, industry coordination
and participation, and
cross-jurisdiction regulatory
consistency to track, analyse and
circulate data.

The regionalisation and
integration of the circular
economy is an important and
exciting moment for Asean.
Home to numerous thriving
industries but also vulnerable to
the impacts of climate change,
South-east Asia has an excellent
opportunity to be a leader in
sustainability thinking in the 21st
century.

• Kris Hartley is assistant professor
of public policy in the Department of
Public and International Affairs at
City University of Hong Kong.

BETTER POLICY 
CAN LEAD THE WAY

The time for action is now. A
2023 study indicates that global
production is less than 10 per cent
circular. Around the world and
within Asean, waste disposal
rates are rising while materials
and resource recovery lags
targets.

The notion of the circular
economy is realisable now and in
small ways, as illustrated by
examples of companies
incorporating reused materials. A
systemic perspective is also
needed to push the concept to its
ultimate full potential, and Asean
can be a leader in this regard
following the adoption of its
circular economy framework in
October 2021.

The Asean framework calls for
harmonisation of standards
regarding circular products,
trading openness, and initiatives
broadly classified as
environmental, social and
corporate governance, a corporate
sustainability framework.

At the same time, public policy
in the regional bloc should
include more support for
monitoring flows of reusable
materials, provision of subsidies
for circular-inspired innovation,
circularity-based corporate
reporting requirements and tax
exemptions for products made
through circular processes.

A mix of spot-level
interventions can be helpful, but
a fundamental shift in production
thinking and business models is
the most durable way to promote
circularity – particularly in areas
beyond the reach of public policy.

A vision for regionwide
circularity would go hand in hand
with the Asean Economic
Community’s promotion of
regional value chains, worker

equivalent technical capabilities
such as digitisation and
information sharing. Closing the
gaps in technology access and
infrastructure among Asean
countries can also help ensure
more seamless interactions
among supply chain collaborators.

Broadly, there are four
challenges to overcome to achieve
circularity in production,
according to research conducted
by me and European Union-based
researchers.

Cultural barriers include low
awareness and interest among
customers and producers,
hesitant company culture, myopic
business models and the
dominance of linear thinking
including the entrenchment of
the “take-make-dispose” model of
production. Such factors are
particularly salient in newly
industrialising countries, where
fast-growing domestic firms or
foreign investors primarily chase
quick financial wins under lax
regulatory regimes.

Market barriers include the low
cost of raw or newly extracted
materials relative to reused
materials, an issue that has
universal dimensions given the
globalisation of factor markets.

Technical barriers include lack
of technology to incorporate
reused or refurbished
components into production
systems and absence of product
design traits like modularity that
enable such reuse and
refurbishment.

Finally, regulatory barriers
include policies that inadvertently
obstruct circular activities, such
as restrictions on the use of scrap
material for novel purposes and
the failure of policy interventions
to treat waste management as an
integrated, multi-stage process
with inter-firm and cross-sector
collaboration.

clothes.
Adopting circular thinking can

help address such challenges by
recognising how waste can be
reduced not only through
recycling and materials recovery
but also through reuse,
remanufacturing and
refurbishing. The goal is to treat
production processes like cycles
that require fewer external inputs
and generate fewer external
by-products.

Circularity currently shows up
in many ways, including through
novel use of waste materials. For
example, discarded polyethylene
terephthalate (PET) bottles, more
commonly recognised as the
ubiquitous plastic water bottle,
can be reprocessed to produce
polyester fibre for use in clothing
and other textiles – an imperfect
but still useful substitute for
virgin materials.

Japanese clothier Uniqlo has
made polo shirts using polyester
obtained from PET bottles.
Swedish furniture retail giant Ikea
likewise uses recycled materials
in polyester products, having
reached a threshold of 90 per
cent usage in 2020. The company
also pursues circularity through
product design, maximising the
interchangeability of parts to
facilitate repair and
remanufacturing for novel reuse.

Circularity is achievable in
other ways. American computer
manufacturer HP uses recovered
ocean plastics as material in new
computers, and Dutch phone
manufacturer Fairphone sources
materials from fair-trade certified
and “conflict-free” mines focused
on sustainable extraction and
humane conditions for workers.

CIRCULARITY PROSPECTS 
IN SOUTH-EAST ASIA

Individual efforts are important,
but a collective approach to
circularity is also needed. A
crucial pathway to achieving this
in Asean is collaboration across
supply chains.

The feasibility of such
collaboration depends on
partner-to-partner
interoperability, including roughly

But it has been anything but a
golden era for the natural
environment. Unbridled
manufacturing and consumption
are degrading the environment in
manifold ways, through resource
extraction, energy consumption,
production by-products, and
end-of-life disposal.

GROWTH OF THE 
CIRCULAR ECONOMY

Circular thinking can help foster a
more holistic perspective on
sustainability. Ideas about
circularity have existed in various
forms going back decades, but the
concept itself has come into its
own only in the past 10 years.

In a recent article analysing
more than 200 definitions of the
concept, Dr Julian Kirchherr,
other colleagues and I defined the
circular economy as “a
regenerative economic system
which necessitates a paradigm
shift to replace the ‘end of life’
concept with reducing,
alternatively reusing, recycling
and recovering materials
throughout the supply chain”.

Our definition also maintains
that the aim of the circular
economy is to promote value
maintenance and sustainable
development, creating
environmental quality, economic
development and social equity, to
the benefit of current and future
generations.

This broad definition highlights
numerous pathways to
implementation – including in
South-east Asia, as much of the
region continues to industrialise.

Consider the textile sector,
which is responsible for a
significant amount of waste
across various production stages,
including water used to farm
cotton. On top of this,
consumption preferences often
result in material being discarded
rather than reused – particularly
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Around the world
and within
Asean, waste
disposal rates
are rising while
materials and
resource
recovery lags
targets.
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Trash to treasure: 
A vision of no waste
in South-east Asia
A crucial pathway to achieving the 
circular economy in the region is 
collaboration across supply chains.

insult Poles again,” he said at a
rally. 

Mr Zelensky’s remarks startled
and infuriated Polish leaders. And
for good reasons: Nobody in
Europe did more for Ukraine than
Poland, in terms of both military
supplies and the acceptance of

over two million Ukrainian
refugees.

The ugly spat between the two
countries will be short-lived;
anger will subside, especially after
the Polish elections are over in
mid-October. But the episode is a
reminder of the old historical
tensions between Ukraine and its
neighbours.

Much of western Ukraine –
including the historic city of Lviv
– used to be Polish territory,
seized by the Soviet Union at the
end of World War II. Some of
Ukraine’s south-eastern lands –
including Snake Island in the
Black Sea, where the first shots of
the current war were fired in
February 2022 – used to belong
to Romania before the Soviet
Union grabbed them.

None of Ukraine’s neighbours
dreams about the return of these
territories. But they expect
Ukraine to treat well ethnic Poles
and Romanians left on Ukraine’s
soil. They want Ukraine to

acknowledge its historic
responsibility for the massacre of
hundreds of thousands of Poles
by Ukrainian nationalists aligned
with Nazi Germany during World
War II.

Today’s Ukraine is a tolerant,
inclusive country. Its president is
Jewish, and its defence minister is
Muslim; that alone refutes the
Russian propaganda claims that
the Ukrainian government is
“fascist”.

Still, the fact remains that until
recently, very few Ukrainian
politicians acknowledged their
country’s responsibility for some
of the most horrible crimes in

recent history. And until the
Russian invasion began, Ukraine’s
relations with most of its
neighbours were complicated, if
not distinctly unfriendly.

The past is not necessarily an
indication of the future. But the
latest spat has alerted Central and
Eastern European countries to the
possibility that Ukraine emerging
from the current war may not be
as cooperative or as reformed in
nature and conduct as some
European leaders assumed.

When all is said and done,
President Zelensky and his people
can continue to rely on
considerable support in North

America and Europe. But in both
continents, the Ukrainian leader
will increasingly have to earn it
rather than simply expect the
help to come automatically.

And part of that effort would
require more consideration of the
interests and sensitivities of
others even as Ukraine pursues its
war efforts. It is a difficult act to
follow, but one which Mr
Zelensky must now pursue.

And the longer this war
continues, the more difficult
Ukraine’s diplomatic juggling act
will become.

Ukraine’s diplomatic
juggling act gets harder
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or the past week, the world has watched with in-
credulity the escalating row between India, the
world’s most populous nation, and Canada, the
second largest by territory and home to the lar-
gest Sikh diaspora outside India. The dispute is
over the alleged assassination by Indian agents
of Hardeep Singh Nijjar, a Sikh separatist figure
and India-born Canadian, in a Vancouver suburb.
While Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
stood in Parliament to say that he had “credible
evidence” linking the Indian state to the murder,
New Delhi dismissed the claim as “absurd” and
accused Ottawa of tolerating “politically con-
doned hate crimes”. Both have conducted tit-for-
tat expulsions of intelligence station chiefs.

The blow-up has global ramifications. Canada
is the United States’ closest neighbour and stead-
fast ally, even sharing telecommunications coun-
try codes. On the other hand, the swiftly devel-
oping strategic partnership with India is de-
scribed by Washington as the “most consequen-
tial” for its approach to the Indo-Pacific. From
Britain to Australia, the Western world is in a
quandary; caught between standing up for prin-
ciples of non-interference in domestic affairs by
foreign powers, and the imperative of staying on
the right side of the world’s fifth-biggest econo-
my, and emerging power. US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken has urged India to work with
Canada in its investigation and said that the US

“wants to see accountability”.
While the impact of the feud is global, the

wellsprings are domestic; the current Indian go-
vernment, which has given the nation the profile
of a hard state, is deeply worried about Sikh se-
cessionism, more so since a good part of it seems
fuelled by the illegal narcotics trade that has
penetrated Punjab, a sensitive border state. Mr
Trudeau’s government survives on the condi-
tional support of a leftist party whose leader, a
Sikh, is sympathetic to the demand for Khalis-
tan, a separate homeland for the community to
be carved out of India. Canada, a nation of 40
million, has about 800,000 people of the Sikh
faith of whom a small number support the

movement. 
Mr Trudeau has produced no evidence to back

his claim, and the Nijjar killers remain free.
While that weakens his case somewhat, it does
not necessarily mean he does not have proof.
Perhaps he holds back in the hope that New Del-
hi will eventually cooperate, or it may be that the
evidence was supplied by a third power that Mr
Trudeau does not wish to embarrass. Neither na-
tion is in a happy spot. Mr Trudeau’s outburst has
placed India alongside countries that knock off
dissidents overseas while Canada’s Indo-Pacific
policy, quite a bit centred on India ties, has run
aground. The sooner the two resolve their differ-
ences, and move on, the better for both. 

The Straits Times says

Sort it out, and move on 
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