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The Singapore Dialogue on Sustainable World Resources
The Singapore Dialogue on Sustainable World Resources (SDSWR) is the Singapore Institute of International
Affairs (SIIA)’s flagship sustainability event. The SDSWR facilitates dialogues between governments, the
private sector, academia and NGOs. It focuses on issues related to the prevention of transboundary haze and
sustainability in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)’s agribusiness sector. The event was first
held in 2014 following the severe transboundary haze event in 2013, a problem that continues to demonstrate
how environmental and land management are closely linked with Southeast Asia’s climate change impacts.
Since then, the SDSWR has become a premier sustainability platform for Singapore and the region.
The annual event provides opportunities for policymakers and business leaders to share knowledge and best
practices, and socialise national and corporate commitments towards a more sustainable ASEAN. The SDSWR
also seeks to foster the development of cross-sector collaborations and, via media coverage, raise awareness
about sustainability issues among the general public.
The dialogue typically attracts about 300 high-level participants. Past keynote speakers have included ministers
including Dr. Bambang Brodjonegoro, then Minister of National Development Planning, Indonesia, and Ms.
Teresa Kok Suh Sim, then Minister of Primary Industries, Malaysia, as well as CEOs of major multinational
corporations such as Olam International and Standard Chartered Bank.

7th SDSWR:

Agroforestry for Sustainability: Climate, Conservation and Communities in ASEAN

The 7th SDSWR was held in the context of a world grappling with a global pandemic while seeking to recover
from its economic fallout. Southeast Asia has had to address not only immediate shocks from COVID-19, but
also long-term climate challenges. The pandemic threatened to disrupt climate action, calling into question the
ability of the public and private sectors to remain focused on sustainability priorities.
2020 was meant to be a pivotal year to re-assess countries’ nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and
emissions reduction efforts since the Paris Agreement. But only 70 countries representing 28 per cent of
global emissions submitted revised NDCs by the end of the year, amid criticism that many of their revisions
were not aligned with the Paris Agreement’s targets.
Closer to home, many have been concerned about progress towards the vision of a 2020 Haze-Free ASEAN
given the 2019 fires and haze, which resulted in massive greenhouse gas emissions. Agriculture and forestry
are major economic sectors in Southeast Asia, and millions depend on the region’s natural resources for
their livelihoods. Throughout 2020, there were calls for all stakeholders to remain committed to tackling
the long-term climate challenge, sustaining investments in forest management, agricultural productivity, fire
prevention, and supplier track and trace processes despite the economic downturn. Multi-stakeholder efforts
are crucial in this regard. Government actors, financial institutions, major plantation companies, small and
mid-sized firms, as well as local communities all have important roles in improving the overall sustainability of
the resource sector.
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In addition, nature-based solutions have been identified as a way forward to fight climate change. There are
already efforts in some countries, such as Indonesia, to generate carbon credits from peatland and mangrove
conservation projects. The protection, sustainable management, and restoration of natural or modified
ecosystems increases resilience to climate change, reducing the upfront capital costs as well as maintenance
and operational fees. Although ASEAN stakeholders are increasingly aware of these opportunities, the
business case must be made, and the enabling environment improved through measures such as building a
robust carbon market.
In his welcome remarks, the SIIA Chairman, Associate Professor Simon Tay, noted the need for public and private
sectors to build a greener post-pandemic world, prioritising both immediate economic recovery and longerterm growth. He emphasised that ASEAN national and local political leaders must encourage the adoption of
climate-friendly policies, while companies must implement robust environmental, social and governance (ESG)
standards to ensure a sustainable future.
Nearly 400 delegates participated in the two-day virtual conference. There was good representation by
upstream and downstream companies in the resource sector as well as various other sectors, major financial
institutions, regional governments and NGOs. The event received substantial coverage from local and regional
media, with 46 mentions including by prominent outlets such as Antara News, CNBC Indonesia, CNN Indonesia,
The Jakarta Post, The Straits Times, and specialised platforms such as Eco-Business and Tempo.
The 8th SDSWR is being planned for mid-2021. The dialogue will continue to explore promising directions
for ASEAN’s resource sector in a post-COVID-19 world, in the context of climate action. Panel discussions
may explore topics such as carbon financing, the roles of consumer markets and new technologies in
driving sustainability, as well as how Singapore can contribute as a hub for green finance, trade, and carbon
market services.
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Ministerial Panel:

Towards a Low-Carbon Future – What’s Next for Green Policies in ASEAN

Panellists

Moderator

Ms. Grace Fu
Minister for Sustainability and the
Environment, Republic of Singapore

Associate Professor Simon Tay
Chairman, Singapore Institute of
International Affairs

Mr. Luhut Pandjaitan
Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs
and Investment, Republic of Indonesia

“We are at a significant juncture,
where we have the opportunity
to put sustainability at the core of
our recovery plans and policies,
and change the way we produce
and consume. We should also
work to strengthen our resilience
to future shocks, including climate
change, supply chain disruptions,
and other public health threats.”
Ms. Grace Fu
Minister for Sustainability and the
Environment, Republic of Singapore

Governments in ASEAN recognise the necessity of urgent action
to address critical environmental concerns. Responding to growing
international awareness about sustainability issues, Indonesian
President Joko Widodo has made addressing fires and haze, as well
as peatland conservation, a priority. Singapore recognises climate
change as an “existential problem” for the country and has highlighted
the need to address climate, resource and economic resilience in
tandem. Countries across the region are also exploring different
ways to put a price on carbon.
In a post-COVID-19 world, securing buy-in and investment for
sustainability initiatives may prove to be an uphill task. Policymakers
must take a long-term view, or their policies may unwittingly
undercut the future of resilience and sustainability. Regional
cooperation is essential to accelerate the transition to a greener,
low-carbon future, by encouraging and facilitating green supply
chains and financing for conservation.
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“Indonesia continues
to take concrete steps
to safeguard its natural
wealth to contribute to
climate change efforts.
Therefore, the Indonesian
government invites the
international community
to support the Indonesian
government’s efforts to
ensure the welfare of its
population and protect the
environment.”
Mr. Luhut Pandjaitan
Coordinating Minister for Maritime
Affairs and Investment, Republic of
Indonesia
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In Indonesia, forests remain crucial in providing livelihoods and
employment. Approximately 38 million households rely on forest
zones for work, of which 10 million people live below the poverty
line. The Indonesian government implemented a “social forestry”
programme to benefit local communities, issuing forestry permits
which they could use to develop ecotourism or the sustainable
production of goods. If the region is able to properly and sustainably
manage its ecosystems through such programmes, climate risks can in
fact be turned into business opportunities that provide social benefit.
Indonesia has made significant progress in restoring peatland and
mangroves, and increasing forest coverage, with ambitious targets
set for the future. Ecosystem restoration can generate vast amounts
of carbon credits – for which there will be a growing demand as more
and more countries, cities, and organisations adopt net-zero emissions
pledges. Indonesia’s potential for monetising mangrove restoration
through carbon credits is valued at some US$162 billion, according
to Mr. Luhut Pandjaitan, Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs
and Investment.
Climate finance opportunities such as these will be open to crossborder investment. The Indonesian government has harmonised
its laws through its “Omnibus Bill” in an attempt to attract foreign
investors and to improve transparency and accountability. Minister
Luhut invited Singapore and other ASEAN neighbours to collaborate
with Indonesia to develop green bond issuances, clean energy
projects, food security and agricultural research, as well as ecosystem
restoration investments.

“Agriculture and forestry
remain very major
economic sectors for all
of our countries, even
Singapore, which does
not have plantations.
The trade, finance, and
investment in these
sectors are critical. We
depend in this way on
natural resources and the
environmental bedrock for
our livelihoods. The current
economic conditions
require a shift to think
longer-term towards
sustainability.”

As the world becomes more interconnected and globalised, Singapore
is poised to align its own strengths in governance and finance with
green recovery opportunities in the region. For instance, as a financial
hub working to grow its capabilities in carbon services, Singapore
has a vested interest in watching how carbon markets develop in
Indonesia. Singapore companies can invest in nature-based carbon
sequestration projects, or facilitate the issuance of green bonds for
agribusiness and forestry companies engaged in conservation. The
ability to harmonise standards, share technological expertise and
present a unified ASEAN to the world will ensure that Singapore
and its neighbours are able to emerge from the current crisis on a
stronger and more sustainable footing.
Domestically, Singapore is strengthening its commitment to mitigating
the effects of climate change. Singapore submitted enhanced NDCs
early in 2020, and has implemented a carbon tax as well as established
a new climate science research programme office, among many other
initiatives. Green transportation and circular economy are examples
of areas where Singapore is innovating and investing. In the wake of
COVID-19, the country’s long-term decarbonisation plans are also
designed to support pandemic recovery, by unlocking new economic
opportunities and jobs in a low-carbon and climate-resilient future.

Associate Professor Simon Tay
Chairman, Singapore Institute of
International Affairs
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Panel:

A Climate of Opportunity – Financing Ecosystem Restoration in Southeast Asia

Panel Keynote

Panellists

Mr. Syamsuar
Governor of Riau, Republic of Indonesia

Mr. Sihol Aritonang
President Director, RAPP (APRIL Group)

Moderator

Mr. Dharsono Hartono
President Director, PT Rimba Makmur Utama

Dr. Nirarta Samadhi
Country Director, World Resources Institute
Indonesia

Ms. Neo Gim Huay
Managing Director, Sustainability &
Stewardship, Temasek International

Nature-based approaches have gained traction as a promising means
to mitigate the effects of climate change. Forest conservation and
ecosystem restoration, for instance, offer major sources of carbon
storage, as well as opportunities to engage local communities whose
livelihoods are tied to the land.

“[Nature-based solutions]
efforts continue to suffer from
a significant lack of capital. This
is due in part to the inherent
complexity and unpredictability of
natural systems, as well as the lack
of widely accepted standards for
measuring impact.”
Dr. Nirarta Samadhi
Country Director, World Resources
Institute Indonesia
6

Southeast Asia has devised various investment mechanisms for
nature-based solutions, ranging from direct conservation strategies
using carbon offsets to environmental funds. Many of these
initiatives are at early stages, and challenges such as verification of
offset quality remain. However, many recognise the need to invest in
nature-based solutions, and their potential to address environmental
issues as well as the livelihood concerns of local communities.

“[Our sustainability]
commitment is reflected
in the Mid-term Regional
Development Plans of
Riau Province for 20192024 […] to carry out
environment-friendly
development, along with
indicators of Environment
Quality Index and
greenhouse gas emissions.
This commitment has
made Riau one of the pilot
provinces for Low Carbon
Development in Indonesia.”

Sharing recent progress in his province, Mr. Syamsuar, Governor
of Riau, Indonesia, explained that his government developed the
Green Riau initiative to optimise natural resource management
and improve citizens’ welfare through sustainable development.
For instance, forest management policy in Riau has a focus on fire
prevention, a systematic coordinated approach to fire mitigation, and
enhanced community engagement. This approach has significantly
reduced hotspots in 2020. Green Riau has resulted in progress in
four key areas: (1) forestry, peat, and blue carbon; (2) the agricultural
sector; (3) energy, transport, and industry; (4) waste management.
All four areas are supported by both the public and private sector,
as well as philanthropic groups. This multi-stakeholder approach
allows for the successful translation of sustainability policy goals
into implementation.

Mr. Syamsuar
Governor of Riau, Republic of Indonesia

As for the private sector, investing in research and development
on peatland management and carbon sequestration is key as a
proof-of-concept for nature-based solutions. Companies such as
APRIL are increasingly integrating the protection of landscapes
into their business models, where their productive businesses
provide technical and financial resources to make conservation and
restoration work possible.

“Our sustainable forest
management policy
integrates nature-based
solutions into our core
business, and we do this
through our production
and protection approach,
where production activity
supports conservation and
restoration. […] Sustainable
plantations around the
restoration areas provide
physical protection as well
as ongoing financing to
conserve the landscape.”

APRIL initiated its Restorasi Ekosistem Riau (RER) programme in
2013, involving a US$100 million investment for the restoration of
more than 150,000 hectares of peat swamp forest on the Kampar
Peninsula and Padang Island. RER is managed under a 60-year
restoration permit, and is aligned with the government’s Green Riau
goals as well as with APRIL’s commitment to conserve 1 hectare
of forest for every 1 hectare planted. In the RER, forest rangers
help prevent illegal logging and wildlife poaching, while the forest
is restored through planting and canal blocking, alongside the
reintroduction of wildlife species. Most importantly, APRIL ensures
that local communities continue to have access to the forest and are
able to use its resources sustainably.

Mr. Sihol Aritonang
President Director, RAPP (APRIL Group)
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“It’s been a long journey for
us. It’s not easy, because the
idea of managing land use
for a sector as big as our
Katingan Mentaya Project,
combining social capital
and natural capital, is not
something [done] in the
past. People are so used to
extracting, whereas for us
the core and the heart of our
project are the communities.”

Efforts are also being made to scale conservation projects that
generate environmental, social and economic value for local
communities through carbon credits. These require continuous
dialogue with local communities who depend on the land for their
livelihoods, to ensure they benefit from the conservation effort.
There has been a steady growth in demand for carbon offsets, with
“a new generation of millennials who see that nature is important and
are willing to pay for offsets”, as Mr. Dharsono Hartono, President
Director of PT Rimba Makmur Utama noted. Already, countries such
as Indonesia are recognising this potential of their natural landscapes,
and looking to establish emissions trading systems.

Mr. Dharsono Hartono
President Director, PT Rimba Makmur
Utama

Global investors are increasingly interested in financing carbon
sequestration projects that contribute to their long-term sustainability
goals. Temasek achieved its goal to become carbon-neutral by 2020
partly with the purchase of carbon credits. The company aims to halve
emissions of its portfolio by 2030, which translates to a reduction of
at least 22 million tonnes of carbon, and achieve net-zero emissions
by 2050.

“There are businesses
which can combine carbon
credits with engaging the
communities and also give
them revenue streams
which are beyond carbon.
I think if we can evolve
more of these business
models, we would be able
to expand the scope and
the impact of what we
can do to address climate
challenges.”
Ms. Neo Gim Huay
Managing Director, Sustainability &
Stewardship, Temasek International
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Various business models are emerging, including ones where
returns to investors are in the form of carbon credits. Other models
include impact investing and the production-protection approach
used by plantation companies such as APRIL. Forest management,
sustainable agriculture and eco-tourism are all areas that can have
significant impact on the restoration of ecosystems while being
commercially viable.
However, transparency and accountability must be at the core of all
nature-based projects. Due to the long-term nature of the investment,
the quality of carbon credits is paramount. Investors, buyers of
carbon credits and the local communities all need to be reassured
that companies are indeed not exploiting, but protecting, the region’s
natural resources. Currently, carbon markets are fragmented; a
system with market liquidity, universal verification standards, and
price transparency would help build trust among investors. Singapore
can and should work with its neighbours to achieve this.

Panel:

Sustainability in the Resource Sector in a Post-Pandemic ASEAN

Panellists

Moderator

Mr. Michael Chong
Senior Manager, Neste
Sustainability Asia

Ms. Perpetua George
General Manager - Group
Sustainability, Wilmar
International

Ms. Meixi Gan
Deputy Director,
Sustainability, Singapore
Institute of International
Affairs

Dr. Surina Ismail
Group Head of
Sustainability, IOI Group

Ms. Eu-Lin Fang
Partner, PwC Singapore and
Senior Fellow, SIIA

Countries and major multinational corporations are calling for systemic
changes to advance sustainability goals and mitigate climate change.
ASEAN’s agribusiness and forestry sectors are no exception. Having
been in the spotlight given their linkages with the most biodiverse
landscapes in the region, more companies now understand the need
to adapt to growing market demand for sustainable products.

“Research has shown
that times of deep crisis
are moments in history
when new norms are
established.”
Ms. Eu-Lin Fang
Partner, PwC Singapore and Senior
Fellow, SIIA

Recent fires and haze demonstrate that difficulties remain, such as
the enforcement of fire prevention or traceability across the supply
chain. Uncertainties including geopolitical tensions, trade conflicts
and a global economic slowdown have also threatened to impact
the implementation of national and company sustainability policies.
However, the introduction of various government measures and
industry initiatives reflects the continued desire to foster collective
leadership towards better ecosystem management, so that ASEAN’s
economic growth is formulated with sustainable development in mind.
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Although most large companies in forest commodity supply chains
have made sustainable development a part of their operations,
overall sustainable production standards in the industry remain
questionable. Several international companies have faced criticism
for not doing enough, while smallholders and mid-sized players are
struggling to comply with tougher standards.

“In order for us to be
successful, we have
to make sure that our
support for our suppliers
is continued, because they
might face problems and
issues in this economic
downturn.”
Dr. Surina Ismail
Group Head of Sustainability, IOI Group

Current global uncertainties may also affect the ability of companies
or financial institutions to fulfil future sustainability commitments.
In this context, the SIIA released a report at the 7th SDSWR, “ESG
in Practice: A Closer Look at Sustainability in ASEAN’s Palm Oil and
Pulpwood Sectors”, which aimed to align agribusiness and forestry
stakeholders with a longer-term vision of sustainable production.
There are positive indications that companies indeed are taking that
longer view despite the COVID-19 pandemic. Neste, for example,
has maintained its March 2020 commitment to help its customers
cut greenhouse gas emissions by 20 million tons annually by 2030 –
or the equivalent of taking 3 million cars off the road.
Large companies such as IOI have strengthened not only their fire
management and conservation guidelines, but also their support to
suppliers to develop equivalent capabilities and achieve certification.
There is growing consensus that the largest sustainability risk comes
from medium-sized companies, who often supply to large international
corporations. Sustainability initiatives and policies are often formulated
with either large companies or smallholders in mind, neglecting this
middle group. However, larger companies will be held accountable by
the public for lapses by such actors within their supply chains.

“Finance is an important
lever to make companies
more sustainable, because
every company needs finance
to operate. But from our
conversations with the industry,
there is quite a bit of variance
in terms of how much financial
institutions understand the
specific sustainability issues in
this sector.”
Ms. Meixi Gan
Deputy Director, Sustainability, Singapore
Institute of International Affairs
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Financiers can also be sustainability stewards. However, a 2019
World Wide Fund for Nature report found less than 10 per cent of
Southeast Asian banks had no-deforestation policies. Some chose
to punish “controversial” industries with blanket bans. To drive
sustainable behaviour, financiers should instead be innovative and
flexible, developing green finance products that allow them to hold
agribusiness and forestry clients to better sustainability standards.
Tiered incentives and time-bound action plans are some ways
for financiers to match and encourage their clients’ sustainability
progress, while blended finance or impact investment can bring
smaller growers into the sustainability landscape.

Demand-side actors form another crucial part of the sustainability
equation. Producers often complain about the poor price premium
for certified sustainable products, causing sustainability “leakage” as
some suppliers perceive that the cost of implementing ESG standards
outweighs the benefit.

“There needs to be more
active participation from
Singapore around what
sustainability means for
this sector, and not just
reacting to it when there’s
a haze problem.”
Ms. Perpetua George
General Manager - Group Sustainability,
Wilmar International

Sustainability standards imposed by Western, especially European,
consumer markets are increasing. At the same time, there is growing
Asian demand for forest commodities from major markets such as
China and India, as well as Indonesia which plans to exponentially
scale up the use of palm oil in its biofuel programme. Governments
and companies must educate buyers across all geographies about
sustainable commodities, so that market signals are aligned. There
is a need to eradicate what Ms. Perpetua George, General Manager,
Group Sustainability at Wilmar International, called a “two-tiered
market” where certain producers exclusively serve buyers that have
lower sustainability expectations.
Singapore suffers the ill effects of transboundary haze from Indonesian
forest fires, but can also play a role in sustainability efforts. It is a country
with a reputation for good governance, and is where many agribusiness
and consumer goods companies are headquartered. Singapore green
group PM Haze, supported by Wilmar, has developed a “Haze-Free
Food Stand” consumer campaign for 2021 to encourage downstream
adoption of sustainable palm oil. Singapore could take a stronger policy
position on buying certified sustainable products and on corporations’
carbon neutrality requirements, while working with other countries to
do the same.

“Companies should really take
advantage of this challenging
time and revisit, rethink, restrategise, on what it means to
be really sustainable. There is
also that saying, the best time
to start a company is during
an economic downturn. I think
it applies to sustainability as
well. […] You can kickstart your
sustainability focus. There should
be a race to the top: who can
first achieve carbon-neutrality.”

Finally, many companies face obstacles in aligning the
implementation of their environmental and social commitments
with national sustainability policies, as well as with traceability and
accountability obligations towards stakeholders and consumers. The
SIIA’s new report suggests ways for regulators, financial institutions,
and businesses to work together to improve ESG standards and
transparency, as well as identify common and robust ways to measure
sustainability. In the wake of challenges brought by COVID-19,
embracing new green initiatives will make the industry more resilient
in the long run.

Mr. Michael Chong
Senior Manager, Neste Sustainability Asia
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Highlights:

7th Singapore Dialogue on Sustainable World Resources (SDSWR)

The SDSWR is a flagship event of the Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA), and a premier
sustainability platform for Singapore and the region. The Dialogue focuses on issues related to the prevention
and mitigation of transboundary haze, and sustainability in ASEAN’s agribusiness and forestry sectors. The
SDSWR seeks to foster the development of cross-sector collaborations towards a more sustainable ASEAN
and, via media coverage, raise awareness about sustainability issues among the general public.
Participants by Sector

Profile of Participants

Others
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Diplomats
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Senior
Management

Others

13%

19%

16%

Banking

7%

Consultancy

Managers/
Executives

42%

Agriculture/
Agribusiness

7%

NGO

Management

22%

34%

Public
Sector

13%

Other Private
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17%

Total percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

Media Highlights
1. Sustainability should be put at the core of post-pandemic recovery plans: Grace Fu, The Straits Times,
4 Nov 2020
2. Indonesia supports green, sustainable economy despite pandemic, Antara News, 4 Nov 2020
3. Luhut undang Singapura masuk proyek mangrove hingga “food estate” (Luhut invites Singapore to join several
projects, starting with mangrove projects to “food estate”), Antara News, 4 Nov 2020
4. Don’t lecture Indonesia on the environment, says top minister, Eco-Business, 5 Nov 2020
5. Luhut Pandjaitan Invites Singapore to Partner for Hydropower Development, Tempo, 5 Nov 2020
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About the Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA)
Insights • Networks • Access
Established in 1962, the Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA) is a non-profit and independent
think tank committed to producing policy analysis, fostering in-depth dialogues and bridging gaps between
policymakers, private sector decision-makers and experts to shape public policy and social responses. Centred
around ASEAN focused themes, the institute aims to deliver policy analysis in international affairs and on
issues driving environmental sustainability. The SIIA has been consistently ranked as one of the leading think
tanks in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, in the Global Go To Think Tank Index by the University of Pennsylvania.
Since 2017, the SIIA was ranked the No. 1 independent think tank in Asia. It was also recognised as one of the
top 50 think tanks globally, excluding the United States of America. For two consecutive years since 2019, it
was recognised as the No. 1 think tank in South, Southeast Asia and the Pacific (excluding India).

About the SIIA’s Sustainability Programme
The SIIA’s Sustainability Programme was established in 1997 when it organised Singapore’s first haze dialogue
with the Singapore Environment Council. Since then, the Sustainability Programme has evolved to address
a range of sustainability issues ASEAN faces. The Programme continues to focus on the haze and resource
sector, as well as using green finance and carbon financing as levers to advance supply chain sustainability and
drive Southeast Asia’s “green recovery” from the COVID-19 pandemic.
As part of its Sustainability Programme, the SIIA facilitates dialogues between governments, private sector,
academia and NGOs. One of the SIIA’s key platforms is its flagship event, the Singapore Dialogue on Sustainable
World Resources (SDSWR), launched in 2014. The annual event attracts about 300 high-level participants to
discuss best practices, new commitments and noteworthy cross-sector collaborations in ASEAN’s resource
sector, to prevent and mitigate the recurrence of transboundary haze. A key research output by the Institute
is the SIIA Haze Outlook report. Launched in 2019, the report serves as a risk assessment and predictive tool
for countries in the region to determine the likelihood of a severe transboundary haze incident. In 2020, the
SIIA released the report “ESG in Practice: A Closer Look at Sustainability in ASEAN’s Palm Oil and Pulpwood
Sectors”, providing recommendations to align agribusiness and forestry stakeholders on environmental, social,
and governance factors towards a long-term vision of sustainable production.

For further information, contact the SIIA at:
60A Orchard Road, #04-03 Tower 1
The Atrium@Orchard, International Involvement Hub
Singapore 238890
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