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Biodata 

Dr. Choy Yee Keong received his Master of Economics from Chuo University, Tokyo, Japan, and 
Doctor of Philosophy in Economics from Keio University, Tokyo, Japan, majoring in sustainable 
development and environmental studies. He is currently teaching economic and ethical issues 
in sustainable development at the Graduate School of Economics, Kyoto University, Japan with 
special focus on development issues in the ASEAN region. These include urban slum and rural 
poverty, urban development and air/industrial pollution, regional disparities, and the ethics of 
sustainability, among others.  

His research interests range across a wide variety of topic areas in sustainable development 
studies. These include economic growth and environmental conservation, urbanization, urban 
slum and rural poverty, peak oil and sustainable energy policies, economic/industrial              
modernization and indigenous world view, monoculture, economic growth and ecological 
conservation, and environmental ethics. He has more than 10 years of field research                    
experience on various policy-oriented development and environmental research activities in 
Malaysia with special focus on sustainable socio-economic issues of the indigenous                  
communities in the forest interiors in the state of Sarawak, Malaysia. 

Currently, he is pursuing a set of interrelated issues on environmental conservation, sustainable 
livelihoods, and human development within the context of poverty reduction in the ASEAN 
region. He is also conducting comparative assessment studies on energy consumption, oil 
depletion and sustainable energy policies in China and Japan.  

He is the author of numerous international peer-reviewed articles on sustainable development 
studies in Malaysia with special focus on the state of Sarawak. Some of his recent works   
include:

“Land ethic, socioeconomic sustenance, and indigenous environmental governance- the 
interface and policy implications (A case study in Sarawak)”, in Sakai Skoko, Ishii Reiichiro,   
Yamamura Norio (eds.), Collapse and Restoration of Ecosystem Networks with Human 
Activity. National Institutes for the Humanities, Research Institute for Humanity and 
Nature (RIHN), Kyoto, Japan, 2013
“Sustainable community’s use of biodiversity and traditional knowledge: a case study in 
Sarawak”, The Society for Environmental Economics and Policy Studies, (in Japanese and 
co-authored with Ayumi Onuma), 2014
“Economic growth, sustainable development and ecological conservation in the Asian 
developing countries: the way forward”, in Indraneil Das and Andrew Alek Tuen (eds.), 
Naturalists, Explorers and Field Scientists in South-East Asia and Australasia, Springer,                
Singapore (forthcoming)
“Land ethic from the Borneo tropical rainforests in Sarawak, Malaysia: an empirical and 
conceptual analysis”, Environmental Ethics, (forthcoming).
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Synopsis

The issue of poverty has long been an Achilles’ heel in global efforts to promote  sustainable 
development. To put matters into perspective, the United Nations has had occasion to pledge 
eradicating poverty as one of the frontier objectives under the so called Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) - an ambitious objective agreed upon by 189 nations to commit to halving poverty 
and improving the welfare of the world’s poorest by 2015. The urgency of the issue is also 
reflected in a global poll conducted by BBC World Service which rated poverty as the most serious 
global problem compared to climate change, terrorism, or the state of the global economy. 
Indeed, across the globe especially in Asia, poverty remains the single greatest cause of human 
misery.

However, while the neo-liberal model of poverty-alleviation has 
clearly brought significant benefits to the poor, rising income 
inequality has also become common place in the region. It may well 
be that while the region in general has been successful in lifting a 
very large percentage of the poverty-stricken individuals out of their 
economic woes by virtue of its strong economic growth, its “shifting 
wealth” processes have also translated into growing levels of 
income inequality. This is because while the rich have become 
richer, the poor have become poorer.

A case in point is Malaysia, who, despite having achieved the 
highest GDP per capita among the ASEAN developing countries, 
has the widest income gap between the rich and the poor in the 
region. The Philippines, too, despite having registered an impressive 
growth at an annual average of roughly five percent per year for the 
past decade, has widespread and persistent poverty compared to 
the rest of the ASEAN member countries. In addition, significant 
income inequality and a high incidence of poverty have also been 
persistent in Thailand, especially in the North and the Northeast, in 
spite of its strong growth and impressive poverty reduction efforts. 

In response to this formidable development issue, the ASEAN (Association of South-East Asian 
Nations) leaders seem to have become more committed to strengthening their efforts at     
addressing the regional problems of unequal development and poverty that continue to 
hamper progress toward achieving the MDGs. This challenging task is part of the ASEAN 
Vision 2020 which aims to promote equitable economic development, and to reduce poverty 
and socio-economic disparities. To achieve these noble goals, the ASEAN regional leaders have 
adopted the neo-liberal development paradigm which focuses largely on economic growth. 
Consequently, economic growth, as measured in terms of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has 
been vociferously pursued by the ASEAN member countries hoping that the poverty-reduction 
payoff from growth would trickle down throughout the population, thereby bringing           
prosperity and stability to the region. 
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0900 : Arrival of guests & registration

0920 : Arrival of Y.Bhg. Prof. Datuk Dr. Noor Azlan Ghazali, 
   Vice Chancellor of UKM

0930 : Du’a Recitation
   
   Welcoming remarks by Y.Bhg. Prof. Dr. Mohd. Raihan Taha, 
   Director of LESTARI          
   
   Opening speech by Y.Bhg. Prof. Datuk Dr. Noor Azlan Ghazali,
   Vice Chancellor of UKM

1000 : LESTARI’s Public Lecture by Dr. Choy Yee Keong 
  (Chairperson: Emeritus Prof. Chamhuri Siwar)

1200 : Lunch

Similarly, income inequality continues to rise amidst rising economic growth in Indonesia - the 
largest and one of the fastest growing economies in Southeast Asia with a GDP of 878 billion 
dollars in 2012. Roughly 40 million poverty-stricken people in the country persistently live below 
the international poverty line of $1.25 a day - the sixth highest extreme poverty figure in the 
world. By the same token, the achievement of impressive growth at an annual average of 6.8 
percent since the adoption of market reform in Vietnam has also been accompanied by rising 
disparities and opportunities among the marginalized ethnic minorities who continue facing 
difficult challenges of isolation, poor health conditions and access to basic needs.

Against this premise, this lecture aims to explore the extent to which the generally strong and 
sustained growth in the ASEAN-5 region has been translated into poverty reduction. Within the 
present context, the ASEAN-5 region includes Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and 
Vietnam. The assessment will be demonstrated based on a case study in the state of Sarawak, 
Malaysia. Based on a quantitative assessment of the growth performance of ASEAN-5 and its link 
to poverty reduction, the lecture will also demonstrate that rapid and sustained economic growth 
alone is not an adequately effective instrument for addressing the incidence of poverty and 
income inequality in the region. 

To be sure, this is not to suggest that growth does not matter, but rather, that what matters more 
are the ways in which growth is brought about, and what their precise effects are in improving 
human development. An understanding of this relationship is key to the formulation of successful 
poverty reduction strategies. The lecture aims to deepen our understanding of the links between 
economic growth and poverty reduction, not only in the ASEAN countries, but also in the             
developing Asian region at large.


