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The seminar, which was hosted by ANGKASA and supported 
by the Japanese Consumer Co-operative Union (JCCU), witnessed 
the present of a total of 77 delegates from 12 Asia Pacific 
countries.

The seminar’s main objective was to provide 
knowledge of SDGs, a global agenda set by the UN to 
be achieved by 2030, to ICA-AP members as well as 
the different roles that co-operative sector can play in 
realizing these goals.

Co-ops as key player for 
UN’s 2030 Agenda

In an effort to promote United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly on SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns, the 
International Co-operative Alliance Asia Pacific (ICA-AP) and the Malaysia Business 
Office (MBO) have organized a seminar in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
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» Vice Presidents of ANGKASA; Datuk Mohamad Ali Hasan (front row second 
from right) and Dato’ Kamarudin Ismail (front row third from right) are among the 
participants of the seminar.
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ICA-AP Director General Mr Balasubramanian 
Iyer in his welcome address said that the UN views 
co-ops as one of the key players in helping to achieve 
the 2030 Agenda, and thus members of ICA should 
be well-informed by now of the goals and suggest 
ways on how co-ops can make contributions.

Mr Iyer also said ICA is committed in making sure 
co-ops’ contributions are always recognized by the 
UN, strengthening our position in the global economy, 
and therefore members are encouraged to make a 
pledge through its websites called “Coopfor2030”.

Palm oil, among other issues, was largely 
discussed in the seminar since the ban on palm oil 
by 2021 was introduced by the European Union, 
threatening the livelihood of 650,000 smallholders 
and over 3.2 million Malaysians.

Malaysia is currently the world’s 
largest exporter and the second largest 
producer of palm oil after Indonesia.

The seminar has given a new 
exposure to the delegates on sustainable 
practices measures adopted by Malaysian 
palm oil industry in cultivation of palm oil as 
well as conservation efforts.

According to ANGKASA President 
Dato’ Abdul Fattah Abdullah, “The 
Malaysian cooperative movement has a 
role to play in the efforts of making sure 
that oil palm industry continue to practice 
responsible consumption and production, 
especially because the smallholders 

are actually cooperators, 
and the EU resolutions will 
severely affect the Malaysian 
cooperative members.”

Delegates were also given 
the opportunity to visit the 
palm oil plantation site owned 
by Sime Darby Plantation, 
where they learned first-hand 
on the production of palm oil 
and its benefits. 

Sime Darby Plantation is 
the largest oil palm plantation 
company in the world by 
planted area, accounting 
for about 4% of total global 
production of Crude Palm Oil 
(CPO).

» Participants have the chance to try co-op products under ANGKASA’s 
“100 Product Champion” Programme during the seminar.

» Datuk Mohamad Ali Hasan asks question during Q&A. Seating next to 
him is ANGKASA’s former Vice President, Dato’ Aliasak Ambia.

» Participants are given a through explanation about palm oil during their 
visit to Sime Darby’s palm oil plantation.
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Exclusive interview with  

Mr. Balasubramanian (Balu) Iyer, 
the Regional Director of International Co-operative Alliance-
Asia-Pacific.

Besides organizing this seminar, what other efforts 
that ICA have done in promoting the importance of 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
to co-ops, particularly in the Asia Pacific region?

The SDGs are a mandate of ICA so, it’s at the global level. The 
reason being is because SDGs are at the core of what co-
operatives do. And if we take the 17 SDGs, co-operatives are 
involved in all of them. So, it becomes natural that we should be 
talking about it. ICA and its members have also worked hard to 
ensure that the UN recognizes co-ops as one of the main players 
for the implementation of the SDGs. Following the recognition, 
ICA have been asked to ensure its members are working on 
SDGs. In order to do that, we’re looking at various levels. One 
is in term of saying, “How do we advocate at the higher level?” 
The highest level as far as the SDGs go is at the UN. The UN 
meets every year in July, and a meeting of the high-level political 
forum takes place as well as various events are organized. Each 
year, some 15 to 20 countries signed up and present what they 
have done, as far as the implementation of the sustainable 
development. From our observation, the members of ICA that 
have presented their report are engaged with the focal point, 
which is the one that collects information from the ministries. 
So, we really encourage our members to engage with the focal 
point in their respective countries to know what the processes 
and to present the work of co-ops and implementation of the 
SDGs, so that it gets mentioned in the highest level. Last year, 
we had many countries like the SDGs of Japan, Indonesia and 
Nepal that mentioned about co-operatives when they presented 
their reports to the UN. Also, having seminars about SDGs not 
only educate our members about SDGs, but to make sure it 
will always be the topic of our conversation. ICA-AP had also 
organized a seminar in Nepal, where we focused on SDG 5, which 
is gender equality. So, similarly we have different seminars and 

Co-ops 
Strengthen 
Efforts to 
Realize SDGs

workshops, where we educate our members in terms of 
what these SDGs mean and what we think co-ops can 
do because there are 17 goals. Each goal has its own 
indicators and targets. So, we need to be able to also relate, 
which is applicable to co-ops.

From our understanding, this is not just only about 
achieving the SDGs, but at the same time it’s 
about making sure that the UN recognizes co-ops 
contribution?

Yes, because co-ops are contributing in realizing the SDGs. 
ICA have created a website called “Coopfor2030” where our 
members can pledge their co-ops to contribute to achieving 
the SDGs and report their progress. It is not about pledging 
just to keep the website, but to also compile all the reports 
so they can be presented during the high-level forum and 
to our members. It is also to monitor the progress of co-ops 
in achieving the SDGs. If more of our members make their 
pledge, the bigger the role of co-ops in SDGs and the higher 
recognition will be received.

We’re also encouraging our members to also use a different 
outlet to promote the work of co-ops in SDGs. And our 
members who are also the apex body of co-op movement 
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in their respective countries are also advised to engage with the 
government and agencies of UN to let them know the efforts 
done by co-ops.

In my opinion ICA, members of ICA and co-ops in general each has 
a role to fulfill and it is vital that everyone needs to talk the same 
language. For example, when we talk about poverty, I believe that 
many co-ops in Malaysia are working with members in improving 
the livelihood and income level. That means you’re working on the 
SDG 1 and SDG 2. So, if we can relate all our work to a particular 
SDG, then it means that we’re talking that language. We’re also 
actively promoting it through newsletter and social media to 
create a movement and create a bigger voice. 

What kind of challenges faced by co-ops in achieving 
the SDGs? And what can be done to cope with these 
challenges?

I think challenges are more in terms of the regular work that we 
do. We may not be able to achieve all the SDGs, but the goals 
are set high. So, how are we going to move in that direction? 
Achieving the SDGs is one thing, but the real challenge is to 
set small targets that will eventually lead us in realizing the 
goals. Second is to have a roadmap because the journey that 
we’re heading is very far reaching and inspirational, so with a 
roadmap, we will have a clear direction of where we want to go. 
The third challenge is collecting and recording the data as well 
as being able to monitor it. Many governments and agencies 
don’t recognize our contributions is because we don’t have the 
numbers, so we’re not able to go and tell them, 
“Look, this is the number our people work with 
and this is what we have achieved.” And then, 
the final challengeis communicating it out, so 
that people know what we are doing and they 
recognize what we are doing.

Earlier this year, ANGKASA has voiced out our opinion on the 
issue of European Union (EU) palm oil ban. What is ICA-AP 
stand on this issue?

The issue on palm oil is very complicated. It’s not a simple answer 
of “yes” or “no”. It has a lot of dimensions to it, but from the ICA 
perspective, it wouldn’t be right for us to say some decisions 
taken by someone is right or wrong and what we are saying is 
right or wrong. For us, the thing to look at is how does this ban 
affect our members who are involved in the palm oil industry. 
And is there a way, in which we can ensure that the members’ 
interests are kept in front. Everyone is talking about sustainable 
development. For ICA, it’s more how do we promote our members 
and co-operators, who are working on sustainable development. 
The political dimension and what countries are arguing regarding 
palm oil is not something that we want to focus on, but our 
members are working on SDGs and they are the ones that will be 
affected by any decisions that will be made. 

What are your hopes for co-ops when it comes to SDGs?

My hope is tha tmembers of ICA to be well informed. And 
achieving the SDGs is not only for the members, but how much 
your contribution goes to the community. Also, it is about how 
much do we internalize the sustainability part of what we are 
doing without just looking at our interest, but in terms of future 
generation. It starts with making small changes, changing our 
behavior and actively contributing.
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PROFILE
Name Balasubramanian (Balu) Iyer

Current 
position in 
ICA-AP

Regional Director (since April 2014)

Country of 
birth

India

Education 1.     Degree in Civil Engineering from the National Institute of Technology at Durgapur, India
2.     Post Graduate Diploma in Rural Management from the Institute of Rural Management at 

Anand, India
3.     Masters in Public Policy from the Goldman School of Public Policy at U.C. Berkeley, US

Work 
experience

       Has over 25 years’ experience managing international development operations and 
overseeing multiple country offi ces including experience building new offi ces from the 
ground up

Involvement 
in co-opera-
tives

1.     Has worked in India in co-operative development before moving abroad to work on   
Asian regional concerns for overseas agencies, and in particular in Afghanistan, 

        Bangladesh, India, Korea, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka.
2.     Has worked with the Aga Khan Rural Support Program, ActionAid India, International 

Development Exchange and the Asia Foundation


