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ASEAN-Japan Centre

The ASEAN-Japan Centre helps 
promote ASEAN countries’ ex-
ports to Japan.

The center, established in 
1981 by the governments of 
ASEAN  member states and 
Japan, holds various events to 
promote trade flowing from 
the member states of the As-
sociation of Southeast A sian 
Nations to Japan, including 
hosting exhibitions at its 
ASEAN-Japan H all, which is 
conveniently located on the 
first floor of its headquarters in 
a busy area of Tokyo, as well as 
participating in international 
exhibitions in Japan.

The center also provides in-
formation and consultation on 
exports from ASEAN member 
states to Japan.

In hosting exhibitions, the 
center has 10 to 15 companies 
from ASEAN countries visit for 
about a week for possible busi-
ness matching opportunities 
with Japanese companies.

The center dispatches Japa-
nese experts to ASEAN mem-
ber states to assist their trade 
promotion organizations in se-
lecting products that have mar-
ket potential in Japan. Those 
experts visit factories and in-
terview company presidents, 
designers and craftsmen.

The center had been hosting 
exhibitions under broad 
themes such as food, furniture 

and other goods from all 10 
ASEAN member states. How-
ever, it has been undertaking a 
new approach to focus on one 
country at a time.

The reason for introducing 
the new approach is that dif-
ferent countries have strength 
and weakness in different 
product categories and they 
had requested, in the interest 
of fairness, that the theme be 
a country to allow companies 
from a single country exhibit a 
variety of goods, rather than 
companies from many ASEAN 
countries exhibiting a single 
type of product, explained 

Reiko Yamaguchi, project of-
ficer (trade), Trade and Invest-
ment Division, ASEAN-Japan 
Centre.

The center has already host-
ed exhibitions for all 10 ASEAN 
member states over the past 
two years.

Besides exhibitions, the cen-
ter is engaged in a project to 
promote ASEAN materials to 
the fashion industry in Japan 
in collaboration with Bunka 
Fashion College, a prestigious 
fashion school in Japan.

Another example of the cen-
ter’s activities to promote trade 
is to team up with the Japan In-

stitute of D esign Promotion 
(JDP) to create the “Mekong 
Design Selection,” a special 
award of good design, in fiscal 
2013, for C ambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar and Vietnam, in a 
bid to support the Mekong 
countries to attract not only 
Japan, but also generate atten-
tion from the global market 
through the creation of high-
end merchandise.

Philippine exhibition
In the most recent event, the 
center hosted “ASEAN Show-
case Philippine Exhibition: In-
novation, Creativity, Naturally 
Philippines” from Feb. 17 to 19, 
in collaboration with the Cen-
ter for International Trade Ex-
positions and Missions, or 
CITEM for short.

Fourteen companies dis-
played their mainly hand-
made, natural and ecological 
products, including bags, 
shoes, cushions, carpets, wal-
lets, vases and plates from Phil-
ippines.

Exhibitions visitors are typ-
ically wholesale companies 
and shop owners. The three-
day event saw 950 visitors and 
14 companies secured 140 
meetings with potential buy-
ers.

“We would like Japanese 
buyers to know that A SEAN 
member states can offer prod-

ucts combining excellent de-
sign and quality,” Yamaguchi 
said.

She also emphasized that 
Japanese buyers are very strict 
about quality and the key to 
succeed in the Japanese mar-
ket is to focus on providing 
that. Therefore, for this exhibi-
tion, she added that the center 
sent a Japanese trade expert, 
Hironobu Sugihara, to the Ma-
nila FAME, the Philippines’ 
premier trade fair, in October 
2014 to select companies suit-
ed for the Japanese market.

CITEM’s marketing officer 
Queenie C ristalle Bernardo 
boasted of the quality and eco-
friendliness of the displayed 
Philippine goods.

“Philippine goods are very 

versatile,” Bernardo said. The 
goods on display are made 
from materials such as bam-
boo, “abaca” (a banana-like 
plant), “pina” (a textile made 
from pineapple) and N uCast 
and N atureCast recycled 
paper.

“Filipinos are very creative, 
using these materials to make 
bags and accessories and our 
craftsmen prioritize quality,” 
she said.

“Japan is an attractive mar-
ket, but hard to penetrate. It’s 
fair because everybody is given 
a chance, but the consumers 
are very particular,” she said.

One of the 14 exhibitors, Na-
ture’s Legacy Eximport Inc., 
displayed vases and other 
home accessories made from 

NuCast and NatureCast.
“Our products are very eco-

friendly because they’re made 
of recycled paper,” Peter Del-
antar of the company said. 
“Japanese people like them be-
cause they don’t look like 
they’re made of paper. And the 
material is very light and 
strong.”

CSM Philippines Inc. exhib-
ited its bone china collections 
— plates, cups, candleholders 
and other items. Visitors like 
the lightness and simple de-
sign of the collections, Opera-
tions Manager Enrico 
Clemente Manrique said.

Aranaz showed off its ele-
gant lineups of bags, wallets 
and other handmade goods 
made from abaca.

“We worked with CITEM on 
textile development. Our prod-
ucts are all handmade, and the 
designs are unique,” A mina 
Aranaz, the designer of the 
family company, said. “The de-
sign is not traditional, rather 
it’s a modern take on tradition.”

“It was the first time Aranaz 
showed its products in Japan, 
and I enjoyed the opportunity 
and would like to come back 
again,” she said.

Other exhibitors included 
Adante Leyesa Atelier, Ai-She 
Footwear, Floreia, Julie Anne’s 
Handicrafts, Lolo Bobby Hand-
icraft, Marsse Tropical Timber 
Plantations Inc., Nooks Manu-
facturing Int’l C orp., O ricon 
Corp., Papel Handicrafts and 
Tadeco Inc.
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The “ASEAN Showcase Philippine Exhibition: Innovation, 
Creativity, Naturally Philippines” was held in Tokyo from Feb. 17 
to 19.  sa toko kawasaki

Reiko Yamaguchi, project officer (trade), Trade and Investment 
Division, ASEAN-Japan Centre (left) and CITEM’s marketing 
officer Queenie Cristalle Bernardo sa toko kawasaki

In order to promote direct in-
vestment by Japanese compa-
nies to ASEAN member states, 
the ASEAN-Japan Centre holds 
investment promotion seminars 
for Japanese corporations, mass 
media and economic industrial 
organizations. These feature the 
latest investment policies and 
incentives provided to incoming 
corporations. 

The center also plans and dis-
patches investment observation 
missions from Japan to the  
respective investment-related  
institutions, Japanese corpora-
tions that are already operating 
locally and local industrial com-
plexes of the respective ASEAN 
member states. 

For A SEAN  member states, 
the center provides opportuni-
ties for government officials and 
industry representatives to learn 
about Japan’s investment and 
industrial policies and the latest 
industrial trends, while building 
relationships with their Japa-
nese counterparts. 

Corresponding to the recent 
ASEAN boom, there is a sharp 
increase in Japanese expatriate 
personnel traveling to ASEAN 
member states. Due to this situ-
ation, the ASEAN-Japan Centre 
has started providing advance 
training to such people, includ-
ing lectures on the legal system, 
labor, distribution, taxation, ac-
counting, politics, history, cul-

ture and free trade agreements 
(FTA) of each ASEAN country. 
In those sessions, the knowl-
edge of experienced Japanese 
corporations is shared, together 
with views on the local Japanese 
community and the living envi-
ronment. 

Furthermore, the center is-
sues investment guides and re-
lated materials by country, 
while a database has been con-
solidated to offer various infor-
mation on A SEAN  member 
states, including their economy, 
investment-related legal sys-
tems, FTA  within and outside 
the region, information on in-
dustrial complexes, as well as 
specific information that corre-
sponds to relevant needs.

Since 2014 the ASEAN-Japan 
Centre has been holding ASEAN 
Community Seminars through-
out Japan. Most recently, a sem-
inar on ASEAN Socio-Cultural 
Community was held in March 
with the deputy secretary-gen-
eral of ASEAN.

To promote country-level in-
vestment, a seminar on Laos 
was held on March 5 at the Hotel 
New Otani in Tokyo’s Chiyoda 
Ward. Celebrating the 60th an-
niversary of Japan-Laos diplo-
matic relations, the seminar was 
held by the ASEAN-Japan Cen-
tre and the Embassy of Laos to 
Japan, and co-organized by 
JETRO and the Ministry of Plan-

ning and Investment of Laos. 
In his opening remarks, Hi-

royuki Kishino, Japan ambassa-
dor to Laos, noted the close 
relationship between the coun-
tries. “Partnerships are growing 
in all areas. Business and trade 
are also expanding, along with 
the interest of Japanese corpora-
tions,” he said.

He further noted that the fer-
tile soil of Laos is good for farm-
ing, reasonable labor costs are 
attractive for collective labor in-
vestments, and that the invest-
ment environment is improving 

especially in the Mekong area.
Khenthong N uanthasing, 

ambassador of Laos to Japan 
spoke next. He stated that the 
60-year friendship provides 
great benefits for the citizens of 
the two countries, saying, “Japan 
has contributed greatly to the 
socioeconomic development of 
Laos and we look forward to Ja-
pan’s continuing investment in 
Laos.” 

Thongsing Thammavong, 
prime minister of Laos, deliv-
ered the keynote speech. Com-
mending highly the bonds 

between the two countries both 
on the government and citizens’ 
levels, he remarked that Japan 
has been the top provider of of-
ficial development assistance to 
Laos for many years and enter-
prise investments have ranked 
within the top 10 over that time. 

“With a population of 6.9 mil-
lion, Laos is very attractive as a 
single market, but its appeal in-
creases as A SEAN  member 
states consolidate, especially in 
the Mekong area,” he noted. 

Retaining a high economic 
growth of 8 percent even during 

times of global economic down-
turn, “Laos has demonstrated 
great potential in areas of agri-
culture, hydroelectric power 
generation and tourism,” 
Thongsing said. He said that Jap-
anese investors increased their 
investments by 15 times from 
2012 to 2013, and said “we ex-
pect Japan to invest further in 
Laos, as a ‘China plus-one’ or 
‘Thailand plus-one’ destina-
tion.”

Hiroyuki Ishige, chairman 
and C EO  of JETRO  said the 
opening of the JETRO Vientiane 
office in 2014 has greatly en-
hanced Japanese companies’ 
understanding of entry into 
Laos and the Mekong area. 

Ishige further introduced the 
Lao-Japan Design Project that 
combines the Lao traditional 
techniques with Japan’s refined 
designs. “This is a good case ex-
emplifying JETRO’s dedication 
to enhance the win-win rela-
tionship between Japan and 
Laos,” he said. 

Motoyoshi Suzuki, a JICA ex-
pert and executive adviser to the 
Ministry of Planning and Invest-
ment (MPI), Laos, coordinated 
a panel discussion. The first two 
panelists were from the Laos 
government sector: Somdy 
Douangdy, minister of Planning 
and Investment, and Khemma-
ny Pholsena, minister of Indus-
try and Commerce. 

Somdy noted how Laos is 
promoting infrastructure con-
solidation, especially in the area 
of law. He stated that capital in-
vestment is being promoted by 
the Planned Investment Institu-
tion, the Ministry of Industry 
and Commerce and by the 10 
special economic zones.

Khemmany stressed the rein-
forced cooperation among legal 
offices, and suggested people 
visit their website. “We welcome 
questions, and hope you look at 
the vast 500 million people in 
the ASEAN market,” she said. 

Presentations by four Japa-
nese investors in Laos followed: 
Yoshiharu Watanabe, ex-presi-
dent of Lao Tsumura; Isamu Ka-
buragi, C EO  of TSB C o., Ltd.; 
Ichiro Ando, CEO of Ando Co., 

Ltd.; and Naoyuki Ochi, of Mit-
subishi Materials Corporation, 
spoke about conditions in Laos. 

They had high praise for the 
politeness and loyalty of Lao-
tians, and looked forward to fur-
ther infrastructure and logistic 
improvements in Laos. 

The event closed with re-
marks from representatives 
from three Laotian enterprises 
and one Japanese governmental 
assistance organization. They 
were Sisavath Thiravong, presi-
dent, Lao N ation C hamber of 
Commerce and Industry; Khe-
masath Philaphandeth, presi-
dent of K.P Co., Ltd.; Vannada 
Phommasthit, president of Svan 
TVS C onsultant and H iroshi 
Hanaoka, advisor for SMEs 
JBIC.

Japan’s investment helps regional development

Over the years, the ASEAN-Ja-
pan C entre has promoted 
tourism between Japan and 
ASEAN member states.  Since 
its establishment, the center 
has been promoting outbound 
tourism from Japan to the 
ASEAN  member states, and 
has held seminars for tourism-
related business operators 
both in Japan and respective 
ASEAN member states, and ex-
hibited at various tourism fairs 
to showcase the attractiveness 
of ASEAN tourist spots.

In addition to outbound 
tourism promotion, the center 
has started to undertake in-
bound tourism promotion 
from the A SEAN  member 
states to Japan a few years ago.

As the middle class has ex-
panded with A SEAN’s eco-
nomic growth, Japan today has 
become a popular tourist des-
tination among A SEAN  peo-
ple. This trend has been 
accelerated by the emergence 
of LCCs and changing life-
styles.

Consequently, the number 
of tourists from ASEAN mem-
ber states has jumped from 
592,793 in 2009 to 1,629,060 in 
2014. About 40 percent of the 
ASEAN  population are Mus-
lims, and thus the number of 
Muslim visitors is expected to 
increase. In light of this, the 
ASEAN-Japan Centre has start-

ed to provide basic information 
on how to welcome Muslim 
tourists at various tourist des-
tinations throughout Japan.

Visitors from A SEAN  typi-
cally visit the so-called Golden 
Route, connecting Tokyo, Ha-
kone, Kyoto, Nara and Osaka. 
In order to promote Kyushu, 
which has relatively low recog-
nition among ASEAN people, 
the center organized the Fam 
Tour from March 1 to 7, in 
which it invited a total of 16 
travel agents from Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines and 
Vietnam to touristic spots in 

Kyushu.
Major places visited includ-

ed the N anatsuboshi (Seven 
Stars) Train Lounge at Hakata 
Station in Fukuoka; the Ibus-
uki hot springs; the Flower 
Park Kagoshima; the Sunamu-
shi H ot Springs; Kumamoto 
Castle; Mount Aso; the Yufuin 
area with its Japanese tradi-
tional inns; a strawberry-pick-
ing farm outside Beppu City; 
and shopping in each locality.

As a wrap-up, a panel dis-
cussion was held on March 6 
at the Solaria Nishitetsu Hotel 
in Fukuoka. Dananjaya Axio-

ma, the ASEAN-Japan Centre’s 
director of Tourism & Ex-
change Division, served as the 
moderator. 

The speakers were Theresia 
Magdalena, deputy general 
manager of Panorama Tours 
and Widy Yastuti, branch man-
ager of SHILLA Tour Jakarta-
Indonesia from Indonesia; 
Hon Ruey Tan, senior sales ex-
ecutive of Apple Vacation and 
Mohd Safwan Bin Fital, senior 
travel consultant of HIS from 
Malaysia; Wui Ming Simon 
Yim, president of the Sparkle 
Holidays & Travel C orpora-
tion, and Nellie Tee Ten, direc-
tor general manager of the 
Mulan Travel Services Corp., 
from the Philippines; Thi Ngoc 
Nguyen, sales executive of the 
VT-Tour and Sport Company 
Ltd., and Thanh N guyen Thi 
Kim, deputy general director 
of Vietnamtourism-Hanoi, 
from Vietnam.   

The two Indonesians said 
they were impressed with Ka-
goshima and Kumamoto Cas-
tle, especially its historic 
appeal. 

Tan thought the Seven Stars 
Train and the history of Ky-
ushu were impressive, and 
found the sand bath hot spring 
very different from other plac-
es. “But Malaysian people 
don’t know much about Ky-
ushu, so you need to advertise 

more,” he said. 
Mohd Safwan liked the na-

ture of Fukuoka, the sand bath 
and JR  Kyushu railways. H e 
also noted the warmness of the 
people, and said he had no 
trouble with the food from a 
Muslim viewpoint. “But you 
should offer spicier food for In-
donesians and Malaysians,” he 
noted. “Another weakness of 
Kyushu is there are no direct 
flights from Malaysia,” he 
added. 

Yim said he found Kagoshi-
ma, Oita and Beppu most ap-
pealing, and enjoyed the good 
food, fine drinks and beautiful 
scenery. “Furthermore, Ky-
ushu is not as crowded as Hon-
shu,” he said. H owever, 
accessibility is a drawback, 
since there currently is only 
one flight to Fukuoka. He also 
added that there was a lack of 
information on Kyushu, espe-
cially compared to Tokyo or 
Osaka. 

Meanwhile Tee Ten said, “I 
really found the people well-
trained, disciplined and wel-
coming.”

Kim said hotel accommoda-
tions were good, and the sight-
seeing and food were all 
interesting and satisfying. “Ky-
ushu could become a new des-
tination for our company, but 
currently, I guess we only have 
three flights per week from Ho 

Chi Minh City. We hope to in-
crease the number of flights to 
five,” she said. 

Nguyen said, “I was im-
pressed by the cherry blos-
soms and Mount Aso. We also 
received good service at the 
hotels, but I couldn’t eat some 
of the meat they served.”

Dananjaya then asked what 
kind of Muslim-friendly ser-
vices should be provided.

Mohd Safwan said: “First, 
you should serve halal food 
with halal mark in the restau-
rants, and provide explana-
tions in English. Second, you 
should put prayer rooms in-
side shopping centers.”

Yastuti said hotels should 
have arrows (Kibla) in guest 
rooms to indicate which direc-
tion to face when praying. 

Dananjaya further asked 
what could appeal to each 
country to sell Kyushu as a 
tourist destination. 

Tee Ten said the Seven Stars 
Train was lovely, but having to 
wait a year for a reservation 
was unacceptable. 

Yim said all Kyushu prefec-
tures should conduct a PR tour 
in the Philippines to convey 
the appeal of Kyushu. “You 
must show the travel agents 
and the people what you have, 
and they’ll come to you,” he 
said.

Nguyen and Kim both 

agreed that more information 
on Kyushu is definitely need-
ed.

Magdalena said Indone-
sians visit Japan seeking a 
unique experience. “So per-
haps a 10-day Kyushu-Tokyo or 
Kyushu-Osaka combined tour 
could be created,” she said.

Tan noted the need for Eng-
lish signage, especially for FITs 
(free, independent travelers). 
He thought the fruit, scenery 
and Saga pottery could be 
good draws for groups of 100 
or more. For the Malaysians, 
he said the kimono-wearing 
photo sessions would be well-

received. 
The panelists were then 

asked about Kyushu promot-
ing onsen (hot springs). 

Kim said hot springs are 
very special for Vietnamese. 
Magdalena acknowledged that 
there are many different onsen 
in Kyushu. H owever, Tan 
thought the best ones were in 
Hokkaido, and it was a setback 
for Kyushu’s onsen to not op-
erate 24 hours a day. Yim fur-
ther added that focusing only 
on onsen limits the opportu-
nity to promote Kyushu as 
being a more vibrant place 
with other attractions to offer.

Tourism needs to adapt as middle class grows
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Travel agents from South East Asia enjoy a traditional meal in 
Beppu, Oita Prefecture, in March. asean -japan centre
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Laos Prime Minister Thongsing Thammavong delivers the keynote speech at a “Seminar on 
Laos” at the Hotel New Otani, Tokyo, on March 5.  yoshiaki miura
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ASEAN-Japan Centre

Yoshikuni Ohnishi
ASEAN-Japan Centre  
Secretary General

Recently The Japan Times had 
an opportunity to sit down with 
outgoing ASEAN-Japan Centre 
Secretary General Y oshikuni 
Ohnishi to discuss the launch 
of the ASEAN Community later 
this year and the effect it will 
have on the region.

Question: The ASEAN Com-
munity is going to be launched 
later this year. What will this 
mean for Japan and the rest of 
the world?

Answer: The establishment 
of the A SEAN C ommunity at 
the end of this year is com-
prised of three pillars: the po-
litical-security, economic and 
socio-cultural communities. 
The A SEAN  Economic C om-
munity (AEC) in particular is 
drawing wide attention. The 
AEC  is expected to have an 
enormous impact not only on 
the economies of ASEAN mem-
ber states, but also on those of 
Japan, China and South Korea 
and other nations with close 
ties to ASEAN.

The AEC has four aims: the 
free movement of goods, ser-
vices, investments and skilled 
workers in a common market; 
to nurture a competitive eco-
nomic zone; to achieve bal-
anced economic development 
by promoting the growth of 
small and medium-sized enter-
prises and improving the pro-
ductivity and competitiveness 
of C LMV (Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar and Vietnam); and to 
work on the development of 
economic frameworks in East 

Asia, retaining its position in 
the driver’s seat of regional eco-
nomic cooperation.

ASEAN  member states are 
important production bases for 
Japanese companies. Goods 
produced there are shipped to 
Japan and areas outside the re-
gion. Tariffs on goods were 
eliminated among six advanced 
ASEAN member states in 2010 
and almost all tariffs are to be 
abolished in intraregional trade 
this year. This is expected to el-
evate the status particularly of 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and 
Vietnam as production sites. It 
should also be noted that the 
dynamic growth of the ASEAN 
member states’ economies 
should expand the ranks of the 
middle-income class, turning 
ASEAN  member states into 
major consumer markets.

To date, foreign companies 
have dealt individually with the 
10 ASEAN member states. Now, 
they will have to devise their 
business strategies vis-a-vis 
ASEAN  as a single economic 
entity. They will have to work 

out management strategies to 
deal with free trade agreements 
involving various economic 
groups, including the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP), which cov-
ers all of ASEAN plus six other 
countries, and the Trans-Pacif-
ic Partnership. This is how the 
AEC will transform the ASEAN 
region.

Q: What will be the benefit of 
expanding into the A SEAN 
markets for Japanese compa-
nies?

A: It will become more con-
venient to have production 
bases in the A SEAN  member 
states thanks to the establish-
ment of the AEC. Anticipated 
growth of consumer markets 
will be the most attractive as-
pect of doing business in the 
ASEAN  region for Japanese 
firms. A SEAN  member states 
are politically stable and many 
of them are seeing high eco-
nomic growth. They also have 
a large, young workforce. Ex-
cept for Singapore, Thailand 
and Vietnam, the benefit of a 
growing population is expected 
to last in the ASEAN member 
states until 2030 and it is esti-
mated to last for another 50 
years in the Philippines. Ami-
cable relations between ASEAN 
member states and Japan merit 
viewing the region as an invest-
ment destination.

Due to the graying of society 
and the declining birthrate in 
Japan, Japanese markets are 
contracting and it seems the 
choices Japanese companies 
have are limited. The negatives 
for Japanese firms not doing 
business in the A SEAN  are 

large.
Still, investment always car-

ries risk even though there are 
abundant merits of going into 
business in the ASEAN and the 
region is serving as an impor-
tant engine of global growth. 
But there are 10 member states 
in ASEAN and there is great di-
versity among these countries, 
which are in differing stages of 
economic development. This 
offers many choices to inves-
tors. Japanese companies 
should carefully weigh their in-
vestment plans for the region 
by examining how infrastruc-
ture is being developed in these 
nations in the run-up to the es-
tablishment of the AEC.

Q: How has the relationship 
between Japan and A SEAN 
evolved? What activities has the 
ASEAN-Japan Centre engaged 
in?

A: When the A SEAN-Japan 
Centre opened in 1981, Japan’s 
gross domestic product was 10 
times greater than that of the 
ASEAN  member states com-
bined. The relationship be-
tween Japan and ASEAN was 
said to be vertical as Japan as-
sisted A SEAN  member states 
through official development 
assistance and loans. Japan also 
helped them in such basic sec-
tors as education and health 
care and in areas of economic 
infrastructure development 
and the consolidation of legal 
systems. Japan also assisted 
ASEAN member states attract 
investors, offered personnel 
training and transferred techni-
cal know-how to them, thus 
contributing to their economic 
development. Over the past 40 

years or so, the ASEAN coun-
tries achieved rapid economic 
gains, giving rise to the region 
being dubbed “the world’s 
growth center.” ASEAN mem-
ber state’s GDP expanded to 
$2.4 trillion in 2013, nearly half 
of Japan’s $4.9 trillion.

Since it was established, the 
ASEAN-Japan Centre has pro-
moted ASEAN exports to Japan 
and encouraged Japan’s invest-
ment in the region and worked 
for the growth of tourism in the 
region. In view of the changing 
economic environment for 
both Japan and ASEAN, as well 
as increased exchanges of peo-
ple between the two, the 
ASEAN-Japan Centre, at the re-
quest of the member states, has 
recently expanded its activities 
to boost investment and tour-
ism from ASEAN to Japan and 
promote further exchanges of 
people.

The center always seeks to 
meet the changing needs of its 
member states and is now 
working in four areas: improve-
ment of productivity and com-
petitiveness; redressing 
economic disparities within 
ASEAN; quick response to 
needs and priorities; and rais-
ing public awareness about the 
importance of the relations be-
tween Japan and ASEAN mem-
ber states in line with the vision 
statement on A SEAN-Japan 
friendship and cooperation, 
which was adopted at the 
ASEAN-Japan Commemorative 
Summit Meeting in 2013.

Q: How do you think the rela-
tions between Japan and 
ASEAN will evolve from now? 
What role is the ASEAN-Japan 

Centre going to play?
A: The A SEAN  secretariat 

aims to halve the poverty rate 
within 10 years following the 
launch of the AEC and also in-
tends to double the GDP of 
ASEAN member states by 2030. 
The economic growth of ASEAN 
is quite dynamic so the region 
is expected to log growth of 5 to 
7 percent the coming years. In 
contrast, the mature Japanese 
economy should average 
growth of 1 to 2 percent. It is not 
unrealistic to think that 
ASEAN’s GDP would match 
that of Japan by 2030. Some 
people believe A SEAN’s GDP 
will surpass that of Japan’s. So 
by around 2030 the relationship 
between Japan and A SEAN 
should be more horizontal than 
vertical. The equal partnership 
between A SEAN  and Japan, 

something former Japanese 
Prime Minister Takeo Fukuda 
called for in 1977, will become 
reality.

The A SEAN-Japan C entre 
will strengthen its role as an in-
formation hub of A SEAN  in 
Japan as the relations between 
Japan and ASEAN become ever 
closer. We step up our efforts to 
meet the needs of the member 
states while maintaining the 
quality, creativeness and inno-
vativeness of our activities.

The center will step up coop-
eration with the ASEAN Secre-
tariat, the ASEAN-China Centre 
and the ASEAN-Korea Centre. 
The three ASEAN centers will 
meet regularly to explore joint 
projects.

The A SEAN-Japan C entre 
will also try to raise the profile 
of ASEAN in local cities in Japan 

and promote cooperation be-
tween businesses in such cities 
and companies within ASEAN. 
The H iroshima-ASEAN A sso-
ciation was set up at the initia-
tive of private entities in April 
2013 and I hope other major cit-
ies outside Tokyo will follow 
suit.

I will step down as secre-
tary-general of the ASEAN-Ja-
pan Centre at the end of this 
month. I believe the center will 
play an important role in 
strengthening the partnership 
between Japan and ASEAN by 
promoting mutual under-
standing and exchanges as the 
relations between the two as-
sume greater importance after 
the launch of the ASEAN Com-
munity. I hope that the public 
will extend further support to 
the center.

Enhancing ASEAN-Japan partnership
(Unit: $1 billion)
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In light of a sharp increase in 
flow of people between Japan 
and the A SEAN  member 
states, exchanges of people 
became one of the ASEAN-Ja-
pan Centre’s mandates a few 
years ago to further deepen 
and promote partnership be-
tween the two parties. The 
center has been providing op-
portunities for people-to-peo-
ple exchanges at various levels 
with fresh approaches.

In 2014, a cultural exchange 
event was held at the center 
between elementary schools 
in Japan and ASEAN member 
states. In September 2014, the 
center organized an exchange 
program in Japan for tourism 
majors in Japan, C ambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and 
Vietnam. 

On the business level, more 
Japanese companies are be-
coming eager to employ 
ASEAN  overseas students. 
However, due to the unique 
employment system of Japan, 
those students face difficulties 
in finding jobs with Japanese 
corporations. To help find the 
best match between employ-
ees and employers, the center 
has started to directly ap-
proach both parties through 
the cooperation of experts. 

Specifically, the center con-
ducts “career development 
support workshops/seminars” 

to provide A SEAN  students 
with advice and the chance to 
participate in interview simu-
lations. Employment seminars 
allow Japanese corporations 
to provide employment infor-
mation and practical advice to 
the students. 

Recently, the ASEAN-Japan 
Centre held the ASEAN-Japan 
Female Entrepreneurs Round-
table Meeting on March 18 at 
the Tokyo Prince Hotel in To-
kyo’s Minato Ward. Thirty-two 
participants joined the event 
from Japan and all 10 ASEAN 
member states.

The moderator was Nguyen 
Thi Bich Hang from Vietnam. 
Session I, “Business Circum-
stances of Female Entrepre-
neurs,” featured five guest 
speakers: Puspawati Putri 
from Indonesia, D aravan 
Phonekeo from Laos, Mary-
Ann Maceda Montemayor 
from the Philippines, Lyn 
Tsen-yi Lee from Singapore, 
and Tomomi Sugahara from 
Japan.

Puspawati now heads the 
Indonesian Business Women’s 
Association (IWAPI) for Bali 
region, and leads over 10 cor-
porations. She is devoted to 
using IWAPI to empower and 
strengthen women, and to 
turning it into the best wom-
en’s organization at national 
and international levels.

Daravan talked about her 
struggle in building and oper-
ating a quality private school 
in Laos. The only funding she 
got was from her friends, and 
she has come to acknowledge 
the importance of having busi-
ness management and mar-
keting skills.

Montemayor noted how Fil-
ipino women hold significant 
leadership positions in all 
types of business. “Today, 51 
percent of all entrepreneurs 
are females,” she said. But she 
admitted that there still is a 

need for adequate financing, 
training, incentive, and micro 
financing for rural women.

Lee revealed her experience 
in opening a chocolate shop 
with a unique philosophy. Aw-
fully C hocolate’s first store 
opened in Singapore — and 
now the company is expand-
ing to Hong Kong, Shanghai, 
Beijing and Guangzhou. “Our 
unconventional way of doing 
business and standing out 
from others was the success 
factor,” Lee stressed.

Referring to the extremely 

low female entrepreneurship 
figures of Japan, Sugahara ex-
plained it led her “to establish 
the Emerald Club and encour-
age female corporate manag-
ers in every possible way.” 

Session II focused on the 
social influence of female en-
trepreneurs, and took up such 
related issues as work-life bal-
ance and stress management.

Chaw Khin Khin from 
Myanmar revealed that in 
2014, after many difficulties, 
she almost went through with 
a divorce, but overcame the 
family troubles by a change in 
perception: She positioned 
herself as the product, her 
husband as the consumer and 
her children as stakeholders.

Nur Fatin Ibrahim from Ma-
laysia said she includes her 
family members in her com-
pany events, and listens even 
to her mother’s comments. 
“We stay close and spend time 
together,” she said.

Sumie Ishiyama from Japan 
originally started her own 
company with her French hus-
band while bringing up two 
children. “But you should 
spend extra money in times of 
need, such as having a nanny 
to stay on late at night,” she 
noted. 

Rika Nakanishi from Japan 
said she could continue work-
ing while bringing up her chil-

dren by breaking through the 
existing mindset. “I now have 
my husband doing all the 
housework,” she said.

Tomiko Fukushima started 
her business 10 years ago on 
the advice of her husband. 
“I’m really grateful for my hus-
band’s understanding,” she 
said. 

Nivana Cheng from Cambo-
dia noted how a woman often 
has to sacrifice her life for her 
children and husband. 
“Women must overcome 
many obstacles and change 
the attitude of those around 
us,” she stressed. 

Samol Chakattadakul from 
Thailand noted that happiness 
in the family is most impor-
tant. Maki H osokawa from 
Japan responded by saying, 
“Ultimately, such happiness 
counts on everybody being in-
dependent but respectful and 
supportive of each other.”

Montemayor of the Philip-
pines noted the difficulty of 
multitasking and balancing 
everything, despite having 
chosen to spend more time 
with her family. Naoko Hara-
kawa from Japan agreed and 
said, “My personal work of 
running a talent agency often 
restricts me from helping out 
with my husband’s farm work.” 

In response, Sumie Ishiya-
ma from Japan stated that it is 

alright to challenge a lot of 
things and find out what is 
most important. Yukari Horie 
from Japan added that she 
often scrutinizes what she 
thinks is most important in 
her everyday work. 

In terms of age and work, 
Hosokawa said that her way of 
thinking changed as she 
turned 40. “I now want to be-
come a role model in creating 
a bright, cheerful world,” she 
noted. Siti Zaleha Kaprawi 
from Brunei said that when 

you turn 60, entrepreneurship 
brings more stress than hap-
piness. C heng agreed and 
commented: “By that age, you 
want to slow down and seek 
companionship.” 

Hiromi Nishiki from Japan 
noted the importance of bal-
ance. “But it is for you to find 
and define your own work-life 
balance,” said Lee. Sumie Mi-
sawa from Japan agreed with 
Lee and stated, “Give top pri-
ority to what you really want 
to do.” 

Women entrepreneurs meet to share stories

Participants discuss women’s roles in business in the ASEAN-
Japan Female Entrepreneurs Roundtable Meeting at the Tokyo 
Prince Hotel in Minato Ward on March 18. asean -japan centre
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