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Roles of NGOs for a greener society

T he debate over whether a top-down or bottom-up approach is more 
effective in bringing about beneficial change is like the debate over 
which came first, the chicken or the egg. However, if the goal is related 

to nonprofit activity, long-term objectives, or socially and/or ethically bound 
issues, grassroots participation by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) is 
necessary.

Global warming, the destruction of ecosystems, and environmental degrada-
tion have led to the creation of more NGOs with environmental orientations. 
They play a major role in pushing for sustainable development at both the na-
tional and international levels. Accordingly, the necessity for sharing country-
specific issues and establishing NGO networks has become more urgent. To 
achieve this, the APO organized a workshop on Global Environmental Issues 
for NGOs in the Region in Tokyo, 11–13 December, to provide an open forum 
for representatives of environmental NGOs from APO member countries.

Prof. Ryoichi Yamamoto, University of Tokyo, who is actively involved in 
the APO’s Green Productivity Program, was requested to share his expertise 
and concerns on environmental issues. His keynote presentation began with 
warnings on the consequences of global warming and climate change. The 
vivid images set the tone for discussions seeking solutions via eco-innovation, 
such as the potential of eco-design, eco-materials, eco-components, and eco-
products. A site visit to the Eco-products Exhibition 2007 held in Tokyo’s Big 
Sight provided representatives with an invaluable opportunity to see for them-
selves the efforts of Japanese NGOs, businesses, and the national government. 
Coordinator of Programme Development Amna Shahab, World Wide Fund 
for Nature-Pakistan, indicated, “The exhibition was an eye-opener and it was 
amazing to see what innovative solutions have been devised by people, compa-
nies, and government which are environment friendly.”

In addition, the presentation by President Saburo Kato, Research Institute for 
Environment and Society, Japan, provided a detailed case history of the Japan 
Association of Environment Society for the 21st Century. “It was a good case 

study to understand how an NGO in Japan was able to influence policy at the 
government level. There is a paradigm shift in the role of NGOs. NGOs can 
effectively influence government policy in relation to environmental protection 
and sustainable development,” commented Head of Service Yap Siew Fuen, 
Malaysian Nature Society.

The workshop confirmed the great diversity of environmental issues and prob-
lems faced by participating APO member countries. Many problems can be 
attributed to differences in history, geography, stage of economic development, 
and differences in political and socioeconomic systems. However, despite 
these differences, participants identified four universal areas that needed to be 
addressed to achieve sustainable development: natural resources management; 
pollution (air, water, and soil) control; urban issues such as population increase 
and critical infrastructure such as solid waste management and transporta-
tion; and coping with natural disasters such as droughts, floods, typhoons, and 
earthquakes.

Participants at the Eco-products Exhibition 2007
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In an effort to introduce various leadership development tools, the APO 
invited Professor Michael J. Marquardt, George Washington University, co-
founder and president of the World Institute for Action Learning, to conduct 
a one-day session on action learning, a management tool and process that 
involves forming small groups working on real problems, taking action, 
and learning while doing so. Citing the session as beneficial and practical, 
Managing Director Sirilak Meksang, Personnel Management Association 
of Thailand, commented, “I learned how to use the language of questioning 
and reflective listening. Asking the right questions helps people learn, get 
smarter, and be able to solve complex problems. It enhances system think-
ing and creativity.”

After sharing the current information on leadership challenges facing par-

ticipating countries as a result of globalization, the participants completed a 
group exercise to identify leadership competencies from a local-global nex-
us viewpoint and discuss how to develop future GLCs in Asia. They agreed 
that future leaders should be able to manage cultural diversity and the 
global-local nexus with universal as well as country-specific competence. 
They concluded that leadership qualities could be instilled in executives by 
designing training and development tools in a logical, step-by-step manner. 
Concerning future leaders in Asia, the meeting decided that a “one-size-fits-
all” concept would not work given the region’s cultural diversity. Instead, 
they chose a learning program based on a global-local nexus model to 
provide tailor-made indicators for a variety of Asian organizations depend-
ing on the stage of economic development, type of industry, and cultural 
background.


