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�́̿ɟ́̿Ɏڂǵ˱Ɏڂ�ɂ˅˱́ˍɟɎʄɟ˪ɟ˱ͮ͝
2020 was a year like no other as the pandemic changed many aspects of our lives. 
In a sense, that made early 2021 an ideal time to ask the question: how would you 
address some of the biggest challenges in Asia in the coming decade? In January 2021, 
the Asia Business Council joined hands with Nikkei Asia and the Blavatnik School of 
Government at the University of Oxford to launch the Asia’s Challenge 2030 Global 
Essay Competition, open to students aged 18-22 anywhere in the world. 

Given the many obstacles facing young people pursuing their studies during a 
global pandemic, we did not know how many essays we would receive. Yet we were 
ĢĿťũāŭŭāù�ðƘ�ŶĞŋŽėĞŶĕŽķ�ŭŽðĿĢŭŭĢŋłŭ�ĕũŋĿ�ŽłĢƑāũŭĢŶĢāŭ�Öóũŋŭŭ��ŭĢÖ�Öłù�Öŭ�ĕÖũ�ÖƩāķù�
Öŭ� !ÖķĢĕŋũłĢÖ� Öłù� dŋłùŋł̍�Âā� ťŋũāù� ŋƑāũ� āŭŭÖƘŭ� ŋł� ŶŋťĢóŭ� ũÖłėĢłė� ĕũŋĿ� ÖũŶĢƩóĢÖķ�
intelligence and aquaculture to smart cities and virus sequencing and learned a lot 
in the process.

¦Ğā�āŭŭÖƘŭ� ũāƪāóŶ� Ö�ėāłāũÖŶĢŋł� ŶĞÖŶ� Ģŭ� ÖŭĴĢłė�ĞÖũù�ŨŽāŭŶĢŋłŭ�ÖðŋŽŶ� ŶĞā� óĞÖķķāłėāŭ�
facing Asian societies and optimistic about the prospects for creating a better world 
through new modes of doing business and innovative approaches to policymaking.
 
Young people from Asia are increasingly globally aware. They want policymakers to 
adopt international best practices in public health and environmental protection, 
āŭťāóĢÖķķƘ� Ģł� ÖũāÖŭ� ķĢĴā� ŭŽŭŶÖĢłÖðķā�ƩłÖłóā� Öłù�ĿāłŶÖķ�ĞāÖķŶĞ� ÖƒÖũāłāŭŭ̍��ŽŶ� ŶĞāƘ�
reject the uncritical adoption of Western models, from urban design to economic 
development. Many call for a celebration of their unique national and regional 
identities, whether through locally inspired architectural designs or the increased 
representation of indigenous perspectives. 

Participants in the Economy, Trade, and Finance category want to improve existing 
economic models so that a balance is struck between economic growth and a fairer, 
more sustainable, and more stable world.

In the Public Health and the Natural Environment category, respondents called for 
ĞŋķĢŭŶĢó�ÖťťũŋÖóĞāŭ�Ŷŋ�ĞāÖķŶĞ̍�!ŋłóāũłŭ�ÖðŋŽŶ�ĿāłŶÖķ�ƒāķķłāŭŭ�ũāƪāóŶ�ŶĞā�ťũāŭŭŽũāŭ�
brought about by increasingly competitive academic and professional environments, 
while essays about communications and interpersonal relationships demonstrate 
the desire for a more intentional focus on modeling healthy relationships. Still 
other submissions addressed the existential crisis posed by climate change and the 
complicated web of interrelated challenges, from plastic waste to fossil fuel use. 
Proposed solutions range from changes in consumer behavior to an entirely new 
model of development. 

Rł�ŶĞā�!ĢŶĢāŭ�Öłù�ũðÖł�'āƑāķŋťĿāłŶ�óÖŶāėŋũƘ̇�ŶĞā�āŭŭÖƘŭ�ƒā�ũāóāĢƑāù�ũāƪāóŶāù�Ö�ùāŭĢũā�
ĕŋũ�ŭĿÖũŶāũ̇�Ŀŋũā�ƒÖķĴÖðķā̇�óķĢĿÖŶā�ũāŭĢķĢāłŶ�óĢŶĢāŭ̇�Öłù�ŽũðÖł�āłƑĢũŋłĿāłŶŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ũāƪāóŶ�
their unique local character.  Whether as consumers, as employees, or as entrepreneurs 
themselves, this younger generation will demand that businesses and governments 
ÖùŋťŶ�ŭŽŭŶÖĢłÖðķā�ťũÖóŶĢóāŭ�Öłù�Ŀŋùāŭ�ŋĕ�ŋťāũÖŶĢŋł�ŶĞÖŶ�ðāłāƩŶ�ŶĞāĢũ�óŋĿĿŽłĢŶĢāŭ̍�
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This global essay competition would not have been possible without the support of 
the former and current Chairmen of the Asia Business Council, Lim Boon Heng of 
Temasek and Daniel Tsai of Fubon Group. We are also indebted to Vice-chairman Tak 
Niinami of Suntory Group and Council Trustee Nazir Razak of Ikhlas Capital, who 
made key introductions to Nikkei Asia and the Blavatnik School.

Special thanks must also go to Shigasaburo Okumura and Daisuke Akazawa, Editor-
in-chief and Chief Producer of Nikkei Asia, and Ngaire Woods and Luna Sidhu, 
Founding Dean and Director of Development of the Blavatnik School, for making this 
competition possible.

We would also like to thank our judges who generously volunteered their time and energy. 

Economy, Trade, and Finance category:
• Nobuyoshi John Ehara, Co-founder, Unison Capital
• Emily Jones, Associate Professor, Blavatnik School of Government
• Katsuhiko Hara, Chief Desk Editor, Nikkei Asia

Public Health and the Natural Environment category:
• George Tahija, Principal, PT Austindo Nusantara Jaya Tbk 
•  Maya Tudor, Associate Professor, Blavatnik School of Government
• Futoshi Kuwamoto, Business & Market News Editor, Nikkei Asia

Cities and Urban Development category:
• Zhang Xin, Founder and CEO, SOHO China
• Sir Paul Collier, Professor, Blavatnik School of Government 
• Shin Nakayama, News Editor, Nikkei Asia

Finally, we would like to acknowledge the assistance of Ashleigh Au of SOHO China 
Scholarships and Ruth Collier of Oxford University in publicizing the contest. 

There is no doubt that this generation will be profoundly shaped by the experience 
of living through the world-altering events of 2020 during their formative years. But 
most essays took the longer view instead of focusing solely on the pandemic, looking 
ahead to the challenges of the next decade and beyond. Policymakers and business 
leaders around the world should take note of their ideas as this young generation 
óŋĿāŭ�ŋĕ�Öėā�Öłù�ðāėĢłŭ�Ŷŋ�ķāÖù�ķŋóÖķ�Öłù�ĢłŶāũłÖŶĢŋłÖķ�ùāƑāķŋťĿāłŶ�Ģł�ĿŽķŶĢťķā�Ʃāķùŭ̍

Pauline Yeung
Program Director
Asia Business Council

Colleen Howe
Program Associate
Asia Business Council
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Reinventing the Asian Megacity: Absorbing Climate Change with Sponge Design

Ranita Ma Tsz Yu Ի ́˱ʄڂČ́˱ʄڂƉ�żԼ
Chinese University of Hong Kong
DũŋĿ�Ö�!ĢŶƘ̟ŭóÖķā��āÖŽŶƘ��ÖėāÖłŶ�Ŷŋ�Ö�!ŋłŶĢłāłŶ̟ƒĢùā�'ĢƑāũŭĢƩāù�FÖķķāũƘ
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Atma Jaya Catholic University of Indonesia
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Economy, Trade, and Finance

Public Health and the Natural Environment

Cities and Urban Development

�ǵ̿ɎՈʡ˱˱ʡ˱ʄڂ^͝͝ǵΰ͝
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ġɟɟͮʡ˱ʄͮڂʎɟڂHʎǵˍˍɟ˱ʄɟ́ڂɿڂŴˍǵͮ͝ʡɂڂ
ǆǵͮ͝ɟڂżɟɂΰɂˍʡ˱ʄڂʡ˱ڂćǵ̵ǵ˱ڂǵ˱ɎڂHʎʡ˱ǵ

Introduction 
Plastics have played an important role in human industrial development and 
livelihoods in the 20th century. However, plastic waste nowadays has become a 
serious problem which may endanger human health and the global environment. 
According to the UN, Japan ranks second in the world in terms of plastic packaging 
waste per capita. Although Japan recycled an impressive 84 percent of the plastic 
collected in 2018, there are still structural problems. By contrast, China has been 
the world’s largest solid waste importer for the last quarter century, which shows 
that China’s ecological environment has paid a huge price for developed countries 
Ŷŋ�ÖóĞĢāƑā� ķŋƒ̟óŋŭŶ� ũāŭŋŽũóā�ũāóƘóķĢłė̍�¦ĞĢŭ�āŭŭÖƘ�āƗťķÖĢłŭ� ŶĞā�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�ŭŶÖėāŭ�ŋĕ�
plastic waste recycling in Japan and the issue of China’s environmental regulation. 
The possible solutions which can be achieved by 2030 including a stop on exporting 
plastic waste, improving the quality of plastics used, and most importantly, raising 
public awareness through education. 

Background
In Japan, in order to prevent solid waste pollution, the government has issued a number 
of laws in recent years to prohibit environmental damage in the process of garbage 
recycling and disposal and require companies to reuse recyclable garbage. However, 
due to the high cost of waste disposal and reuse, the related companies face operating 
losses. As a result, Japan has begun to export a large amount of waste overseas, and 
China became the largest market for dumping Japan’s waste.

Recycling of Plastic Waste in Japan
In the 1980s, when Japan entered the “bubble economy” period, people attached great 
importance to the exquisite packaging of goods, especially when sending gifts. The 
sudden boom in the economy led to a sharp increase in both the amount and type of 
garbage, forcing the Japanese government to adjust its waste management policies. 
With the cooperation of the Japanese public, by the 1990s, sorting and disposal 
procedures for garbage and recyclables were fully rolled out and achieved good results. 
However, plastic waste accounts for a huge proportion of the remaining waste that is 
łŋŶ�ũāŽŭāù̍��Ŷ�ŶĞÖŶ�ŶĢĿā̇�ťķÖŭŶĢó�ƒÖŭŶā�ƒÖŭ�óķÖŭŭĢƩāù�Öŭ�łŋł̟ðŽũłÖðķā�ƒÖŭŶā̇�ƒĞĢóĞ�
ĿāÖłŶ�ĿŋŭŶ�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�ťķÖŭŶĢóŭ�ƒāũā�ùŽĿťāù�ÖŶ�ķÖłùƩķķŭ�ƒĢŶĞŋŽŶ�ũāóƘóķĢłė̍

Intensive incineration
With an iłóũāÖŭĢłė� ÖĿŋŽłŶ� ŋĕ� ėÖũðÖėā� Öłù� Ö� ŭĞŋũŶÖėā� ŋĕ� ķÖłùƩķķŭ̇� `ÖťÖł̪ŭ� ŽũėāłŶ�
demand was to develop a proper way of recycling plastic waste. While Japan recycled 
84 percent of the plastic collected in 2018, more than half of the collected plastic 

Public Health and the Natural Environment
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goes through thermal recycling, which means that the plastic waste is burned in 
ĢłóĢłāũÖŶŋũŭ�Ŷŋ�ėāłāũÖŶā�āłāũėƘ̍�ÂĢŶĞŋŽŶ�ƩķŶāũĢłė�ŶāóĞłŋķŋėƘ̇�ĢłóĢłāũÖŶĢŋł�ũāķāÖŭāŭ�
a huge quantity of dioxins and CO2 into the atmosphere. This has triggered health 
concerns since many of the emissions are carcinogenic and there is stigma against 
local produce. From this perspective, Japan failed to put the 3R policy (recycle, reduce, 
reuse) as the heart of its waste strategy, and instead achieved a “high recycling rate” 
by relying on incineration, which caused other forms of pollution. Even with its 
ŶāóĞłŋķŋėĢóÖķ�ÖùƑÖłŶÖėāŭ̇�`ÖťÖł�ķÖóĴŭ�ŭŽƧóĢāłŶ�āƦŋũŶŭ�Ŷŋ�ťũŋĿŋŶā�ŶĞā�ũāóƘóķĢłė�ŋĕ�
plastic resources and excludes many plastic products that could be further recycled 
and reused. 

Export of plastic waste to China
Just like other developed countries, Japan has high domestic labor costs and strict 
ťũŋóāŭŭĢłė� āłƑĢũŋłĿāłŶ� ŭŶÖłùÖũùŭ̍� RŶ� Ģŭ� ŽłťũŋƩŶÖðķā� Ŷŋ� ũāóƘóķā� Öłù� āƑāł� ũāŨŽĢũāŭ�
local governments to pay high subsidies for recycling. This has thus triggered a rapid 
increase in the export of waste plastics to developing countries such as China and 
India. Indeed, China has been a major global importer of waste products in recent 
decades. Asia generated 74% of the plastic waste in the world in 2016, and until 2017 
Mainland China imported the most plastic waste, such that it has been described as 
“the wasteyard of the world.”

Municipal 
solid waste

(MSW)

2016

Industrial 
Solid Waste

(ISW)

2016

Plastic
ratio in
MSW%

Plastic
waste in

MSW

Plastic
waste in

ISW

Total
plastic
waste
2016

Total
plastic
waste

2016

Total
plastic
waste

2016

Country

China

India

Japan

203.6

71.2

43.2

1480

715.1

392.8

13

10

12

30.54

8.54

6.04

18.5

8.9

4.9

49.04

17.48

10.95

49.19

17.58

11.07

49.71

17.66

11.19

Statistics on waste plastic generation in Asian countries (Mt), Liang, Yangyang et al, January 2021

As the world’s largest plastic producer and consumer, China is actively developing a 
management policy for global plastic waste. In July 2017, China announced a ban on 
plastic waste imports to reduce pollution in the recycling process. Consequently, this 
ban resulted in Japan increasing exports of plastic waste to alternative countries such 
as Thailand and Vietnam.

Promoting Public Awareness in Japan and China
In Japan, single-use plastics can be found in all aspects of everyday life. It is common 
to get free forks and spoons with bento boxes in any Japanese convenience store. 
Due to Japan’s culture of gift-giving, not only souvenirs at the shopping mall, but 
even fruit and vegetables may be wrapped in multiple layers of plastic. It is said that 
“every person in Japan uses around 300 or 400 plastic bags a year, or more than 
40 billion for the entire nation.” However, people are so used to the convenience 
óŽķŶŽũā�ŶĞÖŶ�ŶĞāƘ�ĞÖũùķƘ�ŶĞĢłĴ�ŋĕ�Ğŋƒ�ùĢƧóŽķŶ�ĢŶ�Ģŭ�ĕŋũ�ŶĞā�ťķÖŭŶĢóŭ�Ŷŋ�ðā�ùāóŋĿťŋŭāù̍�
Therefore, raising public awareness has become an urgent issue for the Japanese 
government to solve.
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In China, even though the government has tightened import policies, the major 
problem is that there is not enough public awareness, especially in rural areas. The 
óķÖŭŭĢƩóÖŶĢŋł� ŭƘŭŶāĿ� ĕŋũ� ùŋĿāŭŶĢó� ƒÖŭŶā� ĞÖŭ� ĞÖù� ķĢŶŶķā� āƦāóŶ� ùŽā� Ŷŋ� ŶĞā� ťŽðķĢó̪ŭ�
limited knowledge of garbage sorting. Moreover, many garbage recycling workers 
have to stand by the bins every day just to untie the plastic bags and separate garbage 
ĢłŶŋ�ŶĞā�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�ðĢłŭ̍�RŶ�ŭĞŋƒŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ĿÖłƘ�ťāŋťķā�łŋƒÖùÖƘŭ�ŭŶĢķķ�óÖłłŋŶ�ƩėŽũā�ŋŽŶ�
what is “recyclable” or “non-recyclable” since there is no detailed guidance or 
ťũŋťāũ�ƩłĢłė�ŭƘŭŶāĿ̍�

Fortunately, new regulations are being announced in major cities starting with 
Shanghai. In 2019, Shanghai entered a new stage of garbage recycling and required 
people to sort trash into four categories--residual waste, wet waste, recyclable waste, 
Öłù�ĞÖơÖũùŋŽŭ�ƒÖŭŶā̍�RłùĢƑĢùŽÖķŭ�ƒĞŋ�ĕÖĢķ�Ŷŋ�ùŋ�ŭŋ�ĿÖƘ�ðā�Ʃłāù�Žť�Ŷŋ�ˑˏˏ�ƘŽÖł̍�¦ĞĢŭ�
policy raised public awareness and even reduced the number of plastic cutleries in 
takeaways. So far, nine cities including Beijing, Shanghai, Taiyuan, Changchun, 
Hangzhou, Ningbo, Guangzhou, Yichun, and Yinchuan have issued domestic waste 
management regulations. A possible aim by 2030 for China can be the popularization 
of the new garbage regulation even in rural areas.

Conclusion
Overall, both Japan and China are still on their way of improving new regulations 
Ŷŋ�ùāÖķ�ƒĢŶĞ�ťķÖŭŶĢó�ƒÖŭŶā̍�Rł�ĿƘ�ŋťĢłĢŋł̇�ŶĞā�óĞÖķķāłėā�ĕŋũ�`ÖťÖł�ðƘ�ˑˏ˒ˏ�Ģŭ�ƩũŭŶķƘ�
to stop exporting plastic scraps so that people can truly realize the importance of 
reducing plastic production. In order to build a new recycling system by increasing 
the recycling rate, Japan has to take responsibility for its own garbage rather than 
shipping it to developing countries. Secondly, Japan should innovate technology 
ĕŋũ� ĢĿťũŋƑĢłė�ķŋƒ̟ėũÖùā�ťķÖŭŶĢóŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�óÖł�ðā�āÖŭĢķƘ�ũāŽŭāù̍�RŶ�ĿÖƘ�ðā�ŽłťũŋƩŶÖðķā�
ÖŶ� ŶĞā�ðāėĢłłĢłė�ðŽŶ� Ģŭ�ùāƩłĢŶāķƘ�ƒŋũŶĞ�ùāƑāķŋťĢłė�ŋƑāũ� ŶĞā� ķŋłė� ŶāũĿ̍�¦ĞĢũùķƘ̇� Ö�
competitive system such as “Green City” can be set up to encourage citizens’ passion 
for maintaining the image of their hometown. The local government of the most 
green city should be awarded a prize to complete further construction. 

Bananas ft. Hello Kitty in Tokyo store, Fran W, 2020
Over packaging is a real problem, Robin Lewis, 2019
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Most importantly, the lack of public awareness is a common 
issue for both Japan and China. Spreading basic recycling 
knowledge through radio, television, newspapers, fash-
ion shows, or exhibitions of plastic products, especially at 
schools, can attract young people’s attention, which may be 
one of the best ways to strengthen environmental awareness. 
Finally, all countries should tighten their own environmental 
regulations to reduce traded waste in Asia. In 2019, 180 coun-
tries and regions around the world unanimously adopted the 
amendment to the Basel Convention in Geneva, Switzerland. 
It is a global mission to incorporate the management of plas-
tic waste into a legally binding framework, which will make 
the global plastic waste trade more transparent. With global 
cooperation, improving waste management will surely se-
cure human health and the environment.

Models wearing a garbage bag dress, Pinterest, 2017

Hui L, “ঞٺࠔḩḩ൚ഏݡ�ቃསݚ” (Garbage 
!ķÖŭŭĢƩóÖŶĢŋł̆��ŶÖũŶĢłė�ĕũŋĿ��ĞÖłėĞÖĢ̇��ĢĿĢłė�ĕŋũ�
Popularization in whole China), newsCCTV.com, 
July 8, 2019.

Jorge J, Is Japan’s High Recycling Rate Enough? 
August 14, 2020. 
https://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/
articles/entry/japans-high-recycling-rate-plastic/

Lauren A, The Burning Problem of Japan’s Waste 
Disposal, Tokyo Review, July 9, 2019. 
https://www.tokyoreview.net/2019/07/burning-
problem-japan-waste-recycling/
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