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Ina Lepel, first female envoy, keeps up diplomacy throughout pandemic

German ambassador lives
out childhood dream

Name: Ina Lepel

Title: Ambassador of Germany
URL: https://japan.diplo.de/ja-ja
Hometown: Cuxhaven, Germany
Yearsin Japan: 1.5
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Live DJ performances probably aren’t the
first thing that comes to mind when think-
ingabout diplomatic outreach during the
COVID-19 pandemic. However, this year

the Embassy of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many broke with convention by streaming
alive D] Summit concert from its backyard
to celebrate the 30th anniversary of German
reunification.

The concert, which featured sets from DJs
well versed in German music, may be the
first of its kind. But breaking new ground is
nothing new for Ambassador Ina Lepel, who

i hasserved as Germany’s first female ambas-
¢ sador to Pakistan, the first director-general

i for Asiaand the Pacificin Germany’s Federal
i Foreign Office, and now as Germany’s first

i female ambassador to Japan.

Lepel's career, spanning various positions

¢ and countries, is the culmination of an inter-
¢ est she had since childhood. “Ever since we

i hadaTVin the family, I enjoyed watching

i programs about faraway countries,” she said,
¢ recalling the sense of wonder she felt when

¢ learning about the completely different life-
: styles and languages of people on different

i continents.

Lepel wasn't content with just watching

: how other people live, though, and wanted

i totake on an active role in working with

i other countries. Therefore, after complet-

i ingher master’s degree in economics, she

i decided to apply to the Federal Foreign

i Office.“Iapplied out of curiosity just to see

i ifit might work,” she recalled. “It was very

i competitive, so I didn't expect it to work, but
i Igotlucky and so hereTam.”

Lepel assumed her post as ambassador

i toJapan in Septermber 2019, around 30

: years after she entered the German Foreign
i Service Academy. She arrived in Japan just

¢ in time to witness the enthronement cer-

¢ emony of Emperor Naruhito in October.

i Aspart of the preparatory process for the

i ceremony, which was attended by dignitar-
¢ ies from around 190 countries, Lepel experi-
i enced firsthand Japan's renowned attention
i todetail and punctuality. ‘It was like clock-

i work, getting so many delegations with dif-
¢ ferent cultures and different expectations

i into one system where no one had to wait

i and everything worked smoothly —it was
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fantastic, and impressive,” she remarked.

Of course, adapting to COVID-19 has also

¢ been amajoraspect of Lepel's assignment. In
i therealm of diplomacy, everything is con-

i tingent on bringing people together, ideally

¢ in one room. Whether it's delegations to and
i from Japan or organizing events, diplomatic

i activities have been completely disrupted by
i the pandemic.

In addition to the technical issues of

i arranging online conference calls, Lepel

i noted the challenges that this extra distance

i poseson a“human level.” “Video conferenc-

i ing makes sense for people who already

¢ know each other and have concrete issues to
i discuss,” she said, “butalot of our work is get-
¢ ting people together who've never met each
i other before, or expanding our network.

¢ Thatis very difficult to do by video. Also,

i when it comes to accomplishing thingsina

i video conference, it's very difficult to over-

i come obstacles without the coffee breaks,

i when small, informal groups can discuss

i issuesinadvance.”

Physical gatherings are especially impor-

i tant for German-Japanese relations, as both

i countries face similar issues related to aging

i societies, alack of qualified labor and energy
¢ transformation. In terms of energy transfor-

i mation, both countries have made pledges

¢ tobecome carbon-neutral by 2050. “In Ger-

i many, we place alot of attention on green

¢ hydrogen and are working with Japan on

¢ this;” she said. The collaborative relationship
i between the countries is illustrated by the

i German-Japanese Energy Partnership, which
i was signed by Germany’s Federal Ministry

i for Economic Affairs and Energy and Japan’s
i Agency for Natural Resources and Energy in
i 2019.

Climate action is a significant aspect of

— i
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© Germany’s diplomatic activities, even out-

: side ofits relationship with Japan. The coun-
i try lobbies for green energy wherever it can.
i However, Lepel noted the importance of not
i coming off as “preachers” to other countries.
¢ “This transformation is difficult. We're facing
i the same challenges, and I think we can learn
i from each other about how to convince our
i citizens that implementing wind power, for
i instance, is useful in the long run.”

German-Japanese relations are bolstered

i by arobust collaborative network at the

i grassroots level. There are more than 50

i partnerships between cities, with 56 Japa-

i nese-German societies in Japan and more

¢ than 50 German-Japanese societies in Ger-

i many. These societies promote intercultural
i exchange and help transmit information to

those who want to learn more about the
i other country.

During her tenure, Lepel hopes to promote

i more exchange between young Japanese
: and Germans. Based on her conversations
: with some Japanese who assume “every

child in Germany plays piano and knows

i everythingabout Beethoven,” she feels there
i are some persistent stereotypes that aren't

{ necessarily grounded in reality. “I have the

i impression that the picture that Japanese

i people have of Germany, and vice versa,

i doesn'treally reflect what's going on in both
: countries” she said. “It's important to get the
i younger generations more involved and

i more exposed to the modern reality of the

i countries.” She also noted the steady decline
i of Japanese students studying abroad and

Lepel uses home time
to further studies

Born in Cuxhaven, Germany, Ina Lepel
launched her diplomatic career when
she joined the German Foreign Service
in 1988. She has since assumed posts in
countries around the world, including
Thailand, Georgia, the U.S. and Pakistan.
Her current assignment as ambassador
to Japan comes off the heels of her post
as Germany’s first director-general for
Asia and the Pacific.

Lepel always tries to learn the lan-
guages of the countries she’s posted
in. The pandemic has freed up her
evenings, which would otherwise be
filled with dinners or other gatherings,
and so she is using this extra time to
focus on her studies. She also likes to
occasionally play golf with her German
acquaintances.

She has traveled with delegations all
across Japan, but the lively personali-
ties of Osaka residents have made it her
favorite place so far.

¢ hopes more students will choose to study in
i Germany once the pandemic subsides.

Women'sissues in Japan is also an area of

: interest for Lepel. While Germany is rank-
i ingNo. 10 and Japan is ranking 121st in the
¢ World Economic Forum's Global Gender
i Gap Report, Lepel noted that this dispar-

: ity between the countries is significantly

¢ reduced if one looks only at the private

{ sector.

Reflecting on the progress made, and the

¢ work to be done, Lepel recalled her reaction
i toaphoto of the signing of the Dayton Peace
i Agreement, which she saw on social media

i lastmonth as it was being remembered for

i its 25th anniversary. No women appear in

¢ the photo. “I thought, wow, this kind of pic-

i ture wouldn't be allowed today. Today, there
¢ would be some women there because we

: now have the UN. Security Council Reso-

¢ lution 1325 that affirms ‘no peace process

i without women. I suppose this shows how

i priorities have changed over the years.”



