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The ASEAN-Japan Young Environmental Leaders Network (AJYELN) is a product of the years-long 
initiative of the ASEAN-Japan Centre to reach as many young people as possible and educate them about 
theperils of the marine plastic debris problem. 

Six ASEAN countries (Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand) are among the 
world�s highest ocean plastic polluters in 2021 (Meyer et al. 2021). The recognition of marine plastic debris 
as a regional issue of great importance was formally recognized in 2019 when the 10 ASEAN countries 
adopted the Bangkok Declaration on Combating Marine Debris in the ASEAN Region and the ASEAN 
Framework of Action on Marine Debris. In 2020, the ASEAN Regional Action Plan for Combating Marine 
Debris (2021-2025) was launched, and this contains the phased actions that ASEAN member states are 
expected to conduct during this �ve-year period.  

The Japanese government and ASEAN-Japan Centre have actively supported environmental initiatives in 
the ASEAN region. Since 2020, the Centre has brought together young leaders from ASEAN and Japan 
to address the issue of marine plastic debris. Collaborating with 22 ASEAN and Japanese students, they 
launched the ��Future Leaders� Declaration on ASEAN-Japan Cooperation for International Marine Plastic ��Future Leaders� Declaration on ASEAN-Japan Cooperation for International Marine Plastic 
Waste,��Waste,�� the �rst student-led declaration on the topic in the ASEAN and Japan regions.
 
Following the declaration, the �ASEAN-Hiroshima Eco-School for Marine Plastic Waste Education��ASEAN-Hiroshima Eco-School for Marine Plastic Waste Education� was 
initiated as a pilot project in 2021. This project aimed to implement the recommendations from the 
declaration, speci�cally focusing on education and awareness, as well as youth engagement. The success 
of the pilot project led to its expansion in 2022, creating a movement of environmental awareness among 
young students in ASEAN countries. This expanded initiative is now known as the �ASEAN-Japan Ecoschool� �ASEAN-Japan Ecoschool� 
and has been extended to other ASEAN member states.

After hearing the insights and feedback from students who participated in the Ecoschool lectures, we 
realized the importance of empowering youth to become leaders in their local communities. This led to the 
establishment of the AJYELN, which speci�cally targets high school students. By instilling proper behaviors 
towards sustainable environmental practices in this impressionable age group, they can e�ectively 
in�uence their peers and families, creating a ripple e�ect of positive environmental change within their 
communities.

Recognizing that �nancial resources are essential for implementing change, the Centre provided a modest 
seed fund to kickstart the environmental projects of these young leaders. With a focus on addressing the 
issue of marine plastic debris, the program aimed to curb plastic pollution on land and in the seas. 
Moving forward, AJYELN aspires to become a recognized and impactful program and network of young 
leaders who can drive positive change in the environment and contribute to our sustainable future.

In 2023, the AJYELN program was o�cially launched, and 36 young fellows out of more than 100 applicants 
from ten ASEAN member states and Japan have been selected to champion their plastic pollution-
combating projects in their countries. This publication chronicles the success and challenges of the AJYELN 
fellows as they implemented their environmental projects, as well as their journeys to becoming young 
environmental leaders. 
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MessagesMessages

Hirabayashi Kunihiko, MD, PhD Secretary General, ASEAN-Japan Centre 

It is with great pride and enthusiasm that I laud 
the remarkable achievements of the�ASEAN-
Japan Young Environmental Leaders� Network 
(AJYELN) Program. Comprising of �36 high school 
students�from�10 ASEAN member states and Japan, 
this dynamic network has embarked on a mission 
to combat plastic pollution and foster sustainable 
environmental practices. 

In the capstone Symposium in March 2024, 
these young leaders showcased their innovative 
projects addressing plastic pollution in their local 
communities. Their unwavering commitment to 
changing behaviors and creating a foundation for 
multi-stakeholder action is commendable. 
Through mentoring and funding, AJYELN empowers 
these environmental advocates to be leaders of today, driving impactful solutions. 

By the end of this year�s program, a total of 39 plastic pollution awareness and engagement campaigns 
have been organized the ASEAN region. An estimated 1 million Japanese yen has also been disbursed 
towards these activities, further expanding our goal to educate the youth on the hazards of plastic 
pollution in the region. The AJYELN network also boasts more than 21,000 followers online on Facebook 
and Instagram, mostly from young individuals aged 15-35 years old from ASEAN member states and 
Japan. This is a testament to the growing recognition and position of AJYELN as an important and 
leading youth organization in Japan and the ASEAN region.   

AJYELN�s vision transcends borders, bridging inspiration across ASEAN and Japan.
Let us celebrate their passion, dedication, and unwavering commitment to a sustainable future. 

Excellency Nishimura Akihiro, Minister of the 
Environment of Japan, Doctor Kunihiko Hirabayashi, 
Secretary General of the ASEAN Japan Center.

Distinguished experts, student fellows, and youth 
leaders from ASEAN Member States and Japan
Ladies and gentlemen, a very good afternoon 
on behalf of the Secretary-General of ASEAN, 
Excellency Dr. Kao Kim Hourn. 

It is a great honor for me to welcome all of you 
to the �rst ASEAN Japan�s Junk Environmental 
Leaders Network Symposium in Tokyo, Japan, under 
the theme �Inspiring to Change, Creating the 
Impact,� which is a follow-up to the launch of the 

Welcome MessageWelcome Message

network on September 21, 2023.
I wish to extend my sincere appreciation to the ASEAN Japan Center for its unwavering support 
in fostering scienti�c partnership between ASEAN and Japan, particularly by actively promoting 
education and youth engagement in emerging environmental issues. The ASEAN Japan Center has 
notably spearheaded commendable initiatives such as the Sustainable Blue Seas and the Planet Program, 
strengthening the network leaders.

My heartfelt appreciation also extends to the government of Japan as one of ASEAN�s longstanding 
partners. Last year, ASEAN and Japan celebrated the 50th anniversary of friendship and cooperation. 
Over the past �ve decades, the partnership has made signi�cant strides, especially in people-to-people 
exchanges and youth engagement. The joint vision statement on ASEAN Japan Friendship and Cooperation, 
along with its implementation plan adopted at the Commemorative Summit in Tokyo last year, rea�rms the 
commitment to fostering heart-to-heart relationships based on mutual trust, understanding, and respect.

Japan has remarkably supported ASEAN�s regional e�orts in this area through �agship programs such 
as the Japan East Asia Network of Exchange for Students and Youths, the JENESYS Japanese Language 
Partners, the Ship for Southeast Asian and Japanese Youth Program, the ASEAN World Youth Judging 
Project, and more. These youth exchange programs have nurtured stronger friendships and commonalities 
among the future generations of ASEAN and Japan, who are now actively contributing in various �elds of 
high importance to both regions.

Ekkaphab Phanthavong 
ASEAN Secretariat, Socio-Cultural Communi� Depu� Secretary General
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The ASEAN Japan Young Environmental Leaders Network is an important addition to these e�orts, focusing 
on youth engagement in emerging environmental issues such as marine plastic debris. It aligns with the 
leaders� commitment at the Commemorative Summit and signi�cantly contributes to the objectives of 
the Strategic Program for the ASEAN  Climate Environment. This program aims to address urgent global 
crises, including climate change, pollution, and biodiversity loss.

Promoting youth involvement in environmental protection has been among ASEAN�s top priority agendas. 
To date, we have conducted key initiatives that engage young people and promote public awareness, 
including the ASEAN Eco-Schools Program, ASEAN Youth Eco-Champions, ASEAN Youth Environment 
Forum, and ASEAN Environment Knowledge Hub. The ASEAN Young Environmental Leaders Network 
resonates with the ASEAN�s agenda and commitment, as re�ected in the Bangkok Declaration on 
Combating Marine Debris in the ASEAN Region. This declaration emphasizes multi-stakeholder engagement 
in advocacy programs and outreach activities to combat marine debris.

Furthermore, it contributes to implementing the ASEAN Regional Action Plan on Combating Marine Debris 
in the ASEAN Member States, launched in May 2021, particularly in research, innovation, capacity building, 
public awareness, education, and outreach. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, fellow youth leaders, youth is our vital asset for the future and our planet. Nearly 
one-third of ASEAN�s population comprises youth, and we recognize their crucial roles in our community 
and environment. It is a pleasure for ASEAN to witness the creative solutions and actions of young people 
in ASEAN and Japan to combat marine pollution. This symposium re�ects the concrete and practical 
contributions of the young generations to ASEAN leaders� vision on this important issue. 
It exempli�es e�orts to recognize, showcase, and scale up the insights and innovations in addressing 
regional environmental challenges at the individual and local community levels.

I wish to express my highest gratitude to the Government of Japan and the ASEAN Japan Center for 
their enormous support of ASEAN and their inspiring e�orts in engaging youth to address regional 
environmental challenges concretely. The kicko� for ASEAN�s Youth Action for a Just Zero Waste Future 
will certainly add to our collective approach to preserving our region�s environment and realizing the joint 
vision statement on ASEAN Japan Friendship and Cooperation.

I congratulate the youth for their active participation and look forward to witnessing their further 
contributions and achievements through this program. I am con�dent that this initiative and the young 
generations will have signi�cant positive impacts on our society. I wholeheartedly wish this symposium a 
tremendous success.

Thank you very much.

On behalf of the ASEAN Senior O�cial on Environment of Lao PDR, Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment. I would like to express my sincere appreciation for the invitation and it�s my great honor 
to represent the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment to deliver my speech in this signi�cant 
and remarkable event on the 1st ASEAN-Japan Young Environmental Leadership Network Symposium 
��Inspiring Change, Creating Impact�� today.

As we are aware that the ASEAN-Japan Center has served since 2021 as the regional knowledge 
center for sharing and exchange the information particular to enhance and raise the awareness 
on the environment protection as well as the plastic pollution and waste management. This center 
has provided the technical support in-terms of pilot project for schools in ASEAN Member States 
to enhance and encourage the participation of young people to contribute in the sustainable 
environmental protection.

As we are aware that plastic pollution is a global problem that needs to be addressed sustainably. The 
e�ects of plastic waste cause pollution in many ways, such as: Open air pollution from incineration 
a�ects human health, visual pollution, a�ects the beauty of nature, a�ects tourism, contamination 
of agricultural soil, adversely a�ects the health of soil and plants through absorption, emissions of 
greenhouse gases and emissions from combustion; A�ects aquatic and marine animals, contaminates 
the human food chain, also releases harmful substances into the environment, making it easier for lions 
to absorb harmful substances.

In line with the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint 2025, the Government of Lao PDR has 
emphasized on sustainable development to ensure that socio-economic growth and environmental 
protection are carried out simultaneously. Meanwhile, the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment has developed, implemented, and amended policies mechanisms, and legal instruments to 
ensure the implementation particularly the measures to address waste management, environmental 
pollution as well as nature-based tourism and green employment in order to the Vision: Achieve a 
green, clean and beautiful Laos by developing an e�cient plastic recycling system, social participation 
and prevention of pollution for sustainable environment by 2030.

Young leaders play a crucial role in inspiring and better the world forwards through passions and 
initiatives. Youth participation is important and potential in driving the environmental development 
and creating impacts throughout the community, with the involvement of young leaders in activities 
particularly implementing Sustainable Development Goals, etc. In addition, to highlight the issues and 
challenges, I hope that this symposium will inspire ASEAN-Japan to take stronger action.
On the �nal note, I am con�dent that the 1st ASEAN-Japan Young Environmental Leader Network 
Symposium on �Inspiring Change, Creating Impact� is the supporting platform for the young leaders 
and all the delegates to share lessons learned and experiences. I encourage you all to keep continuing 
creating impacts on environmental protection.
Khob Jai Lai Lai! Thank you very much!

Mr. Sounadeth Soukchaleun
Depu� Director General

Alternate Lao PDR ASOEN
Depar�ent of Planning and FinanceMinistry of Natural Resources and Environment, Lao PDRMessage of SupportMessage of Support
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