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Asia-Pacific leaders set goals for new forests, clean energy
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Leaders from 16 Asia-Pacific nations adopted a set of regional goals on Wednesday to fight global warming and deal with energy issues, such as expanding forest areas by at least 15 million hectares by 2020 and setting voluntary energy efficiency goals by 2009.

The 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations, Japan, China and other neighbors pledged in a joint declaration to "participate actively" in developing a more effective international climate change framework beyond 2013. 

"The Singapore Declaration on Climate Change, Energy and the Environment...reaffirms our commitment to tackle climate change and contribute to global mitigation efforts," Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said at the outset of the one-day East Asia Summit which he chaired.

"The EAS, which comprises both developed and developing countries, as well as major emitters and massive carbon sinks, can play a unique role in shaping the global consensus on the way forward," Lee said, adding that the declaration will provide impetus for the U.N. Climate Change Conference in Bali next month.

Meanwhile, a numerical target of reducing energy intensity by at least 25 percent from 2005 levels by 2030 in an earlier draft was watered down to an agreement to work toward achieving a "significant reduction" due to strong opposition from India.

"India did not want to commit to numeric targets for the energy intensity improvement, and so there will be no time frame for that," a Thai official said on condition of anonymity. "India wanted to wait for the outcome of the Bali conference next month before it could commit anything."

The Bali conference is widely seen as a major milestone for discussions on the new framework after the current Kyoto Protocol expires in 2012.

The leaders were also expected to have discussed current situations in Myanmar and North Korea at a five-hour session that began with a working lunch.

Japan, which as host of next year's Group of Eight summit hopes to take the lead at the Singapore meetings, pledged Wednesday to provide $2 billion in foreign aid over the next five years for tackling environmental problems in East Asia, such as water and air pollution.

The financial support is in line with Japan's proposal to give incentives to developing nations to take part in global efforts.

In an initiative unveiled by Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda at the summit, Japan also proposed launching an "environment dialogue" between Japan and the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations, under which Japan will support operations to protect biodiversity in ASEAN and promote eco-tourism in Asia.

ASEAN, Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea will seek to increase cumulative forest cover in the region by at least 15 million hectares of all types of forests, an absorber of carbon dioxide, by 2020.

The declaration also calls for promoting the use of nuclear energy, biofuels and other forms of cleaner energy.

The numerical targets and other goals in the document reflect the commitment of Asia-Pacific developing nations, along with their more advanced neighbors, to join international efforts on environmental issues ahead of the Bali conference.

The declaration bears significance given the fact that it will include both China and India, two of the world's top greenhouse gas emitters which are not signatories of the Kyoto Protocol and have been reluctant to agree to initiatives proposed by the advanced nations.

ASEAN chair nation Singapore had initially invited U.N. special envoy Ibrahim Gambari to brief the leaders at the working lunch on the situation in Myanmar. But ASEAN, of which Myanmar is a member, abandoned the plan in the face of strong resistance from Myanmar's junta.

ASEAN, which marks its 40th anniversary this year, consists of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.
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