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Excellencies,
distinguished participants,
ladies and gentlemen,
It gives me much pleasure to address this message to the participants of the International Symposium on Energy Cooperation in North-East Asia, being organized by the Korea Energy Economics Institute (KEEI) with support provided by the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Energy (MoCIE) and the Korea National Oil Corporation.  It is indeed a great honour for ESCAP to be invited as a co-organizer of the Symposium, together with the Institute of Energy Economic of Japan (IEEJ).  

Availability of economically affordable and environmentally benign energy supply is a precondition for all modern social and economic activities. Unfortunately most countries in North-East Asia are endowed with only very limited indigenous energy resources.  The Republic of Korea and Japan need to import all of their oil and gas consumption needs.  Though the scarcity of indigenous energy resources has not prevented the dynamic economies of North-East Asia from achieving rapid economic progress, their high energy import dependency implies considerable economic, strategic and political risks.  

Given the size of its population and its growing economy, China is the largest energy consumer in North-East Asia, depending mostly on coal for heat and electricity production.  In spite of significant indigenous energy resources, China has also become a net energy and oil importer since 1993.  China’s high dependence on coal coupled with relatively inefficient consumption has raised environmental concerns, not only within China, but also among its neighbors. These concerns need to be addressed.  China has ambitious plans to modernize and expand its energy infrastructure and it is seeking partnerships with foreign firms to realize these plans.  This Symposium may provide a suitable opportunity to discuss such prospects for business cooperation.
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All six countries in North-East Asia are members in the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP).  Like Republic of Korea and Japan, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea is also rather poorly endowed with energy resources.  Given the seriousness of the deepening current economic crisis, DPR Korea, has resorted to the most extreme forms of energy rationing vis-à-vis industrial and residential energy users.  The persistent energy shortage has adversely affected the agricultural and other economic sectors.  Constructive and collaborative approaches need to be found urgently to attempt to redress this situation and the resulting impoverishment.  ESCAP supports “sun shine policies” as they are in line with ESCAP’s principal objective of promoting regional cooperation. Upon request of DPR Korea ESCAP is currently arranging advisory services in several fields, including feasibility assessment of hydropower station rehabilitation.  In our informal consultations, representatives of DPR Korea have shown keen interest in a constructive dialogue on potentials in trans-boundary energy sector development and cooperation.  We surely hope these consultations can gain further momentum in future.

Let me now turn to the most interesting prospects of energy cooperation in North-East Asia, cooperation with the Russian Federation and its oil and gas rich Far Eastern Territories.  In the vicinity of Irkutsk alone there is an indication of possible proven reserves of 1,200 billion cubic meters of natural gas.  Large hydrocarbon deposits have also been confirmed near Sakhalin Island.  Russia’s energy resources are not easily accessible but they by far exceed local needs and are principally available for exports to neighbouring North-East Asian energy markets.  During the “cold war”, trade and cooperation among the countries in North-East Asia featured only at a very limited level. However, several feasibility studies have been recently initiated, aimed at exploring viable and mutually beneficial opportunities for the further development of gas and oil resources of Russian Far East for export to neighboring China, and possibly Republic of Korea, and even Japan. Trans-boundary electricity interconnections, and possibly construction of long distance power supply lines for inter-country electricity trade have also been suggested.    Some of the technical and financial aspects of these projects may be discussed at this Symposium.  I am indeed pleased to know that representatives of financial institutions, including a representative of the World Bank, are attending this event.  Without the energy sector cooperation in North-East Asia, technically challenging, financially costly and demanding undertakings are at stake, but with such corporation in place, the potential financial, economic and long-term environmental gains are indeed very large.

At this juncture, few institutionalized arrangements exist that could provide a neutral framework to facilitate bilateral- and multi lateral energy sector cooperation among the countries in North-East Asia.  In this situation, and perhaps together with other United Nations agencies, ESCAP could offer to play an important role. The establishment of an intergovernmental consultation process on energy sector cooperation as an independent forum would allow all the concerned stakeholders to work together on the many technical, legal, financial and other issues of common interest.  ESCAP’s experience with the creation of the North-East Asia Subregional Programme for Environmental Cooperation (NEASPEC) may be of particular relevance in this regard.
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 I wish to take this opportunity to express our sincere appreciation and gratitude to the Government of Republic of Korea, to his Excellency, H.E. Mr. Chang Che-shik, the Minister for Commerce, Industry and Energy, and to all of his staff and colleagues, who have taken this initiative to support the international dialogue on energy sector cooperation in this part of the Asia and Pacific region.  I cordially thank the President of Korea Energy Economics Institute, Dr. Chang Hyun-Joon, for his kind invitation to ESCAP, and for the generous hospitality and support extended by him and the KEEI staff.  

I wish all of you a fruitful discussion and a successful Symposium.

