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Promoting human security:
from concept to action

During the last decade, human security has become a
central concern to many countries, institutions and social actors
searching for innovative ways and means of tackling the many
non-military threats to peace and security. Indeed, human
security underlines the complex links, often ignored or
underestimated, between disarmament, human rights and
development. Today, in an increasingly globalized world, the
most pernicious threats to human security emanate from the
conditions that give rise to genocide, civil war, human rights
deprivations, global epidemics, environmental degradation,
forced and slave labour, and malnutrition. All the current studies
on security thus have to integrate the human dimension of
security.

Thus, since the publication of the United Nations
Development Programme’s 1994 Human Development Report on
new dimensions of human security, major efforts have been
undertaken to refine the very concept of human security through
research and expert meetings, to put human security at the core
of the political agenda, at both national and regional levels and,
most important of all, to engage in innovative action in the field
to respond to the needs and concerns of the most vulnerable
populations. Two landmarks in this process were the creation of
the Human Security Network in 1999, made up of twelve countries
from all regions, which holds ministerial meetings every year; and
the publication of the 2003 report of the Commission on
Human Security, Human Security Now: Protecting and
Empowering People, which has called for a global initiative to
promote human security.
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UNESCO has been closely associated with these efforts
from the outset, in particular in the framework of its action
aimed at promoting a culture of peace. Thus, as of 1994, the
Organization launched a series of regional and national projects
relating to the promotion of a new concept of security, ensuring
the participation of regional, national and local institutions, and
involving a wide array of actors, including the armed forces, in
Central America and Africa.

On the basis of the experience acquired through the
implementation of those projects, human security became a
central concern for the Organization as a whole. A plan of action
for the promotion of human security at the regional level was
adopted in 2000, as a result of the deliberations of the First
International Meeting of Directors of Peace Research and
Training Institutions, held at UNESCO Headquarters; and in
2002 human security became one of the Organization’s twelve
strategic objectives as reflected in its Medium-Term Strategy for
2002-2007. This strategic objective is closely linked to
UNESCO’s contribution to the eradication of poverty, in
particular extreme poverty, to the promotion of human rights, as
well as to its action in the field of natural sciences, in particular
regarding the prevention of conflicts relating to the use of water
resources.

The choice of adopting regional approaches to human
security has been most fruitful to date. In Africa, UNESCO, in
close cooperation with the Institute for Security Studies of South
Africa and the African Union, has initiated action aiming at the
formulation of a regional human security agenda, addressing
conflict prevention and many of the issues raised in the New
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) initiative, which
UNESCO has fully supported from its inception. In Latin
America, cooperation with FLACSO-Chile in 2001-03 led to
important discussions of human security issues in the region, and
to the formulation of policy recommendations that have been
submitted to the ministerial meetings of the Human Security
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Network and to regional intergovernmental meetings on
hemispheric security. In East Asia, building on important
progress made by subregional academic and political institutions,
UNESCO, in collaboration with the Korean National
Commission for UNESCO and Korea University, organized the
2003 meeting on Human Security in East Asia, the results of
which are now being disseminated. In 2004 and 2005,
UNESCO will be developing similar projects in the Arab States
and in South-East and Central Asia.

With a view to opening new perspectives for focused
research, adequate training, preparation of pilot projects, and to
further consolidate public policy and public awareness on human
security issues, UNESCO is launching a new series of
publications: Promoting Human Security: Ethical, Normative and
Educational Frameworks. These will emphasize three important
elements in order to translate the concept of human security into
action: (a) the need to have a solid ethical foundation, based on
shared values, leading to the commitment to protect human
dignity which lies at the very core of human security;
(b) buttressing that ethical dimension by placing existing and
new normative instruments at the service of human security, in
particular by ensuring the full implementation of instruments
relating to the protection of human rights; and (c) the need to
reinforce the education and training component by better
articulating and giving enhanced coherence to all ongoing
efforts, focusing on issues such as education for peace and
sustainable development, training in human rights and enlarging
the democratic agenda to human security issues.

We hope that the new series – each publication focusing on
a specific region – will contribute to laying the foundations of an
in-depth and sustained action for the promotion of human
security, in which the individual has a key role to play. 

Moufida Goucha
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I

Introduction

‘Human security‘ is clearly a growing and evolving
concept in the discourse of global security. Over the last decade,
with increasing attention from the political and academic
community, the concept of human security has developed into a
major issue of debate as it transcends the traditional concept of
state security and gives individual security precedence over
territorial security.

In a post-Cold War era, the sudden increase of intra-state
conflicts, or civil warfare, has made civilians the greatest victims.
Over 90 per cent of casualties in post-Cold War conflicts have
been civilians, particularly women and children, who are often
the targets of hostility and assault in the course of violence and
war. Meanwhile, approximately one-third of the world
population, totalling 1.3 billion people, live on less than a dollar
a day in a state of absolute poverty. This tragic reality is only one
of a long list of threats to the preservation of human dignity and
earns a place as one of the significant issues of human security.

Therefore, in addressing human security, a comprehensive
view is required of all threats to human survival and dignity, with
special emphasis on the promotion of human rights, social
development, and environmentally sound and sustainable
development, as well as the elimination of violence, social strife,
terrorism, state atrocities and genocide, and discrimination of all
kinds.

With this in mind, the United Nations Secretary-General
Kofi Annan declared the need to promote human security at the
Millennium Summit of 2000, which addressed the concepts of
‘freedom from fear’ and ‘freedom from want’ and recognized that
‘individual sovereignty takes precedence over state sovereignty’.
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He also maintained the legitimacy of international intervention
in cases where the state violated the fundamental rights of the
individual in order to realize its vested interests. However, it still
remains to be seen whether and how effectively international law
and institutions will be able to promote human security,
considering that the successful implementation of their efforts
largely depends on the political will and commitment of
individual sovereign states.

Within East Asia, the concept of human security has not
yet been established, and thus has not been considered as a
security concern. East Asia itself is a vast region, stretching from
Korea, Japan and China in the north to Myanmar, Indonesia and
Singapore in the south, including at least fifteen countries where
about 40 per cent of the world population lives. The region as a
whole has experienced many important and fundamental
changes since the 1960s, not only in terms of economic growth
but also in terms of political and social transformation. It is also
the centre of major concerns about human rights abuses, poverty,
refugee problems, human and drug trafficking, HIV/AIDS,
environmental degradation and food insecurity, all of which
increasingly threaten the security and order of East Asia.

To many East Asian countries, in the face of more urgent
political and economic agendas, humanitarian and
environmental concerns may appear to be a luxury, unless grave
humanitarian crises or environmental damage in the region are
recognized as the likely cause of another form of regional
instability. In the meantime, other concerns overwhelm the
countries of the region and prevent serious examination of
individual human security issues, including military and political
disputes at the nation-state level. Deep-rooted hostility between
countries in the region throughout the colonial periods, the
Second World War, the Korean War, the Cold War, and even the
post-Cold War era created several potential risk spots that stand
out in traditional (military) security terms: the long-standing
confrontation between the two Koreas; conflict over Chinese
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territorial claims for Taiwan and disputes in the South China Sea
between China, Taiwan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Viet Nam and
Brunei Darussalam; growing concerns about Japan’s rearmament;
and the potential struggle for regional hegemony between China
and Japan. Huge differences in political systems also aggravate
rivalries in the region. Thus, considering these historical,
economic and political circumstances, the discussion of
humanitarian and environmental issues has always been
considered secondary in the East Asian security framework.

East Asia is perhaps the most economically progressive
part of the world today, yet despite the welcome increase in
economic standing for some, the region encompasses huge
disparities in wealth. As East Asia covers such a vast swathe of
countries at different stages of economic development and
liberalization, devising an integration package applicable to all
parties is difficult. Moreover, the Asian financial crisis of recent
years has led countries in the region to focus on the
implementation of economic reform programmes and the
development of new technologies such as information
technology. Although economic reform and development are
positive trends, they have stolen state attention away from other
areas and led to a decline in resource allocations in the region for
the social and human sciences that are so essential to human
security (UNESCO, 2001a).

The East Asian region has been increasingly confronted by
various environmental problems in the process of economic
development. The negative impact of unprecedented economic
growth and the rapid urbanization of East Asia has been
represented by aspects of human insecurity such as the expansion
of city slums, the rapid deterioration of natural resources, the
spread of air and marine pollution, the exploitation of labour and
the widening gap between rich and poor. It should also be noted
that whereas the severity of hunger is greatest in sub-Saharan
Africa, there are a greater number of chronically hungry people
in Asia and the Pacific than in any other region, making up two-
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thirds of the total number of undernourished people in the world
(FAO, 2000b).

It is imperative that policy-makers and academics in the
region understand the holistic situation wherein human security
issues, traditional security concerns and economic development
should be dealt with collectively. Therefore, it is necessary to
provide a new framework for security analysis of East Asia by
developing the concepts and discourses of human security issues in
the region. On the other hand, given the situation that traditional
military and political security issues have prevailed in the East
Asian security debate, we recognize that it is indisputably difficult
to establish a comprehensive regional security mapping that
prioritizes human security concerns, discourse and action.

Furthermore, the level of regional cooperation in East Asia
is still in its infancy compared with Europe and North America,
where the process of regional institution-building began in the
1950s. No regional institution has yet taken on any central
coordinating responsibility in East Asia, and the level of
multilateral collaboration has not progressed beyond that of
exchanging information or agenda-setting for a regional
multilateral governance mechanism, leaving few specifically
regional regulatory policies and standards. Despite all these
impediments to further cooperation, it is imperative for East
Asian countries to increase discussion and cooperation for a
common solution.

The purpose of this report is to revisit and reassess the
existing literature, cases and debates on human security with
particular reference to the study and practice of human security
in East Asia. In this context, as a follow-up to the Regional
Symposium on Cooperative Peace in Southeast Asia, jointly
organized by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Jakarta (Indonesia) in
September 1998 (UNESCO, 1999), and the First International
Meeting of Directors of Peace Research and Training Institutions
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which took place at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris (France), in
November 2000, on the theme What Agenda for Human Security
in the Twenty-first Century? (UNESCO, 2001c), this report was
presented during the Conference on Human Security in East
Asia in June 2003 in Seoul (Republic of Korea). 

The concept of ‘human security’ has many useful
definitions and illustrations which are discussed in Section 2.
However, this report does not aim to look for a definition of
human security but rather to show that such a concept can (a)
provide an ethical (people’s idea about ‘what is right or wrong’),
normative (‘what ought to be done’), and educational framework
for the promotion of human security; and (b) structure the basis
for a future operational response for a variety of states,
institutions and policy-makers.

Section 3 discusses the progress and setbacks of East Asian
human security matters by identifying the major threats plaguing
the countries in the region. The discussion covers the nature of
threats and the relevant measures to address or even prevent
them, all with reference to cases from East Asia. Although the
notion and boundaries of East Asia are contentious, this report
identifies the region as a combination of North-East and South-
East Asian countries, including the ten ASEAN countries (Brunei
Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic
Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand,
Viet Nam) and five North-East Asian states (China, Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, Japan, Mongolia, Republic of Korea).

As a final note, future prospects of human security in East Asia
and its proper and full procurement are included.
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II

Theoretical perspectives on human security

Traditionally, security problems have been considered in
the context of inter-state relations. Military security was a
priority in order to maintain the territorial integrity and regime
of sovereign states. It was believed that acts of military defence
against the military aggression of another state would in turn
guarantee the personal security of the citizens within the
defending state. However, human suffering has been exacerbated
within the jurisdiction of a state, as governments themselves have
increasingly become responsible for offences committed against their
own citizens. For example, approximately 174 million people
have been killed by their own governments over the past century,
according to Professor R. J. Rummel of the University of Hawaii.
This is at least four times greater than the number of people
killed in wars between or within states during the same period
(Rummel, 2001). 

In this context, questions referring to the term ‘state
interest’ should be raised. In democracies, state interests normally
reflect the interests and welfare of resident individuals and
groups, as well as promoting military defence, the organizational
stability of the government and national economic development.
However, state interests do not always represent the interests of
people and society as a whole, but rather the interests of power-
holders within the state. Accordingly, state security is often used
as an excuse to maintain regimes and their proclaimed ideologies.
For example, under the banner of ‘economic development’
governments of many developing countries have justified extra-
legal power seizures and dictatorial rule, a strategy that is now
known as dictatorial or authoritarian development. As evidenced
in several East Asian countries, this approach to development
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advocates a ‘growth first, distribution later’ attitude, asserting
that once national wealth is created, it will eventually benefit all
members of society. However, elite groups have usually ended up
being the beneficiaries of shifts in the distribution of social
wealth and resources, while subjecting the rest of the population
to relative deprivation and poverty, and the promised economic
betterment never filters down to the labour force that created it.

Additionally, the sufferings people face in their own states are
often caused or aggravated by the combination of a government’s
incapacity, unwillingness, inefficiency, and corruption in implementing
policies. Many governments of developing countries have failed in
preparing for or responding to overpopulation, economic disparity,
famine and environmental (natural and human-induced) disasters.
Famine, a condition of extreme scarcity of transitory/available food
in a society, can be caused by both natural and human-induced
disasters such as drought, floods, crop failures and war. However,
famine does not necessarily result from a severe decline in the general
food supply. Amartya Sen, the 1998 Nobel prizewinner in
economics, points to a decline in food availability (i.e. the inability
of individuals in a society to obtain food by legitimate economic
means) as a more primary cause of famine (Sen, 1981). The plight
of famine victims is often further aggravated by the scarcity of
emergency aid during times of war or by government reluctance to
allow them to procure supplies. Even if the government accepts
international relief supplies, dubious food allocation policies with
limited access for international monitors often interrupt the free flow
of food to famine-stricken people. In many cases, the ruling elite
divert much of the international aid for political and military
purposes. According to a report of the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) on the state of food insecurity in
the world, 840 million people were chronically undernourished in
1998-2000. Of these, 799 million were from the developing world,
30 million from countries in transition, and 11 million from
industrialized countries (FAO, 2000). An estimated 24,000 people
die every day from hunger and hunger-related diseases (WFP, 2002).
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The escalation or protraction of civil wars and communal
conflicts has been a major source of humanitarian crises, such as mass
flight of refugees, genocide and ethnic cleansing. Traditional inter-state
wars have been largely replaced by intra-state warfare as a number
of countries have fallen prey to the renewed ethnic rivalries and
struggles for self-determination in post-Cold War society. Of the
fifty-eight major armed conflicts in forty-six locations throughout
the world during the period from 1990 to 2002, all but three (95
per cent) were civil or communal conflicts fought within a sovereign
state.1 These conflicts tend to be intractable, as the successful
assertion of a group’s right to self-determination or the possession of
resources often entails another group’s loss. In some cases, central
governments are reluctant to concede anything to a minority group
and will often act violently against protesters, as one concession
might invite further demands from other minority groups. 

These violent conflicts may have caused even more human
suffering than the old, inter-state conflicts such as the First and
Second World Wars. The conflicts of the first half of the
twentieth century were fought predominantly at the inter-state
level and resulted mainly in combatant deaths, whereas civilian
casualties remained an unintended outcome of warfare. However,
civilians have formed over 90 per cent of casualties in post-Cold
War conflicts (UNDP, 2002). 

Civilians have often become the target of hostility and assault
as governments and dominant groups seek to forcibly displace or
annihilate groups or individuals who differ in ethnicity or pose a
threat to the ruling group. Also, millions of people around the
world have been forced to flee from post-Cold War violence, as
witnessed in Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia, Colombia and Sri
Lanka. At the beginning of 2003, 20.5 million people (one out of
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every 322 in the world) were recognized as ‘persons of concern’
who, due to persecution, social conflict and wars, fell under the
mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR, 2002a).

Yet most governments are reluctant to take in refugees
because their influx not only causes demographic and ecological
strain and economic dislocation, but also complicates relations
with the home country of the refugees. More and more host
governments around the world are now considering or actually
closing their borders to refugees, labelling asylum seekers ‘illegal
immigrants’ and attempting their forced repatriation. 

Usually, humanitarian action constitutes the provision of
relief to civilians and the protection of their basic human rights
(Weiss and Collins, 1996). Such international humanitarian
action has been diminishing the suffering of civilians that
normally occurs in crises of famine, forced displacement and war.
However, reluctance and procrastination by donor nations to supply
international aid has been hampering efforts to save more lives and
rehabilitate economies in crisis-plagued societies. Many states prefer
to remain onlookers when others experience crises, unless there is
an explicit threat to their national security and interests. Nations
are frequently unwilling to take the initiative in providing aid or
preventing the further deterioration of other nations’ situations
as such humanitarian actions require large allocations of
resources, energy and time that could otherwise be used for the
domestic development of the donor state. Yet there are still a few
mandatory international norms or guidelines that can serve to direct
a state’s humanitarian action towards other states or people in need.

The above-mentioned causes of people’s insecurity reflect
the limitation of current international laws and institutions, as
the principle of non-intervention in a state’s internal affairs still
takes precedence over the inalienable rights reserved for
individuals or ethnic groups. Awareness has however been
increasing of the importance of expanding the sphere of security
from the territorial or governmental to the individual.
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Furthermore, the international community is widely agreed on
the need to define human security and its concerns.

Over the past decade, both the academic and policy-
making communities have engaged in theoretical debates to better
define and conceptualize human security. Of particular interest is
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 1994
report, which set the tone for other succeeding definitions of
human security by stating that the main objective of human
security is to guarantee the freedom of every individual in order
for the promotion and preservation of his/her well-being and
dignity. The report also states that human security is best ensured
through the prevention of threats that belong to the following
seven domains: economic, food, health, environmental, personal,
community, political (UNDP, 1994, pp. 22-3).2 Despite UNDP
efforts to provide the impetus for a substantial shift within the
framework of security and its reputation as the originator of the
concept of human security, its definition and approach were
criticized as being overly ambitious and all-encompassing. This
has resulted in doubts about the feasibility of the operational
implementation of the concept. Also, UNDP has emphasized the
importance of distinguishing between the concepts of human
security and human development, where the latter focuses on
people and the fulfilment of their basic needs through the process
of enlarging the sphere of individual decision-making by
enhancing the capabilities, functioning and opportunities for the
individual (UNDP, 2000). However, UNDP failed in clearly
demarcating the two concepts, which both embrace all the areas
of human involvement, in turn fostering more confusion.

Additionally, some countries (primarily Canada) further
criticized the UNDP definition for focusing too much on
security issues that result from underdevelopment (freedom from
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want) and for overlooking threats originating from violent
conflicts (freedom from fear). Although considered a cornerstone
in the human security debate, the UNDP outline was not
accepted as a common definition by the United Nations system.
It was rejected by the Copenhagen Summit on Social
Development in 1995, and was never again used by the UN.

Still, most scholarly and policy-oriented writings in this
area have thus far utilized comprehensive and inclusive
definitions of human security.3 As summarized in Box 1, human
security encompasses not only minimum human security ideals
such as the protection of individuals from poverty, natural
disasters, forced displacement, and physical and structural
violence, but also maximum (or positive) human security, such as
ensuring people’s access to the basic essentials of life, welfare and
strategies for sustainable civil society. While minimum human
security should be guaranteed for the very sake of people’s
survival, maximum human security can be achieved by ensuring
every individual human being the right to enjoy life to its fullest
by improving their access to resources and by social and political
empowerment. Unless minimum human security is met,
individuals cannot pursue maximum security.

Such conceptualization can be further explained by
Abraham Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’, which postulates five
hierarchical levels of need. The base level is that of physiological
needs (hunger, thirst, shelter, etc.). Succeeding levels to be
satisfied after physiological needs have been met are safety and
security needs (removal from physical danger), followed by social
needs (feelings of belonging, love, acceptance, etc.), ego and
esteem needs (competence, approval, recognition, etc.), and
finally the need for self-actualization (being a fully functional and
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realized human being with a healthy psyche). According to
Maslow, each level is dependent on the previous level. In order
for an individual to satisfy higher-level needs, all the lower levels
must be fulfilled (Maslow, 1954).4 Physiological and security
needs, the lowest levels of Maslow’s hierarchy, can be interpreted
as the minimum elements of human security whereas self-
actualization would represent the highest objective of human
security.

Jorge Nef attempted to revise the UNDP definition by
reducing the number of issues from seven to five and finding
more connections between the issues themselves (Nef, 1999).
Gary King and Christopher Murray (2001-2002) provided a
consistent and more objective definition by basing it on a
mathematical formula that identified a set of domains for
measuring individual human security such as income, health,
education, political freedom and democracy. In addition, Kanti
Bajpai suggested a ‘human security audit’, which would measure
direct and indirect threats to people’s physical safety and freedom
and their ‘capacity to deal with threats, namely, the fostering of
norms, institutions, and democratization/representativeness in
decision-making structure’ (Bajpai, 2000, p. 53).

A recently published report by the Commission on Human
Security, Human Security Now: Protecting and Empowering People
(CHS, 2003), reflects manifold aspects of human well-being by
using protection and empowerment as two strategies to help build
human security. Protection involves shielding people from
dangers by a concerted effort to develop norms, processes and
institutions to establish minimum levels of human security.
Empowerment means ensuring that people have the ability to
develop their human potential and fully participate in decision-
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Concepts of human security

Minimum human security
• freedom from fear
• freedom from want
• freedom from discrimination
Aspects:
(i) protection from sudden and damaging disruptions in

the patterns of daily life
(ii) safety from chronic threats such as hunger, disease,

discrimination and repression
(iii) freedom from alienation, deprivation and damage

caused by misunderstandings or misperceptions, which are
often manipulated by a government or different groups.

Maximum (positive) human security
• freedom to improve the quality of life of the people
• people (citizen) empowerment
• tolerance for diversity
Aspects:
(i) enjoyment of life to its fullest by helping the

individual realize his/her capacities through equal opportunities
(ii) improved access to resources, and social/political

empowerment through the institutionalized protection of
vulnerable groups

(iii) enhancement of tolerance, understanding and
respect for diversity through long-term, open-ended and
multisectored dialogues between civilizations, as well as exerting
pressure on governments that exercise discriminatory policies or
practices against minority groups.



making to reach maximum/positive human security.5 Stating that
threats to human security are critical because they present large-scale,
recurrent and pervasive dangers to people’s core activities and functioning,
the CHS report examines six broad areas that a human security approach
would improve: (1) protecting people (civilians) in violent conflict; (2)
protecting and empowering people on the move because of conflicts or
serious human rights violations; (3) protecting and empowering people in
post-conflict situations; (4) addressing economic insecurity and the power
to choose among opportunities; (5) ensuring better health; (6) promoting
knowledge through basic education and public information, as well as life
skills and respect for diversity (CHS, 2002).

Using this approach, the term ‘human security’ can encompass
many issues, ranging from the protection of the individual’s personal
safety and freedom from hunger, poverty, infectious diseases, natural
disasters, human rights violations, civil conflict, and direct and
indirect violence, through the promotion of human development and
good governance, to the achievement of human dignity which
includes meaningful participation in the life of the community.
Conceivably, a broader concept of security could increase the range of
legitimate policy choices available. However, insistence by the United
Nations and others on a comprehensive definition could make it more
difficult to render the concept of human security lucid and operational.
Very broad definitions of human security that embrace the whole
array of threats to human lives may have a temporary shock effect on
the public and encourage debate. However, if precision is sacrificed in
exchange for inclusiveness, there will be a risk of being rejected as not
serious, imprecise and inapplicable by scholars and the policy
community. Furthermore, the chronic nature of these problems is
likely to cause ‘alert inertia’ and hence lessen public interest.
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As a reaction to the criticisms of a too-broad and
ambiguous concept of human security, The Responsibility to
Protect (2001), a report of the International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), directly focuses on
the protection of people in situations of violent conflict. The
ICISS report attempts to distinguish the ‘responsibility to
protect’ from a broader concept of human security defined as the
‘security of people – their physical safety, their economic and
social well being, respect for their dignity and worth as human
beings, and the protection of human rights and fundamental
freedoms’ (ICISS, 2001, p. 15). The report emphasizes the needs
of people at risk by redefining the issues of sovereignty and
intervention in view of states’ responsibility to protect. This
ICISS project, mainly sponsored by the Canadian Government,
was created in 2000 as a response to the request by United
Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan for the international
community to establish principles and processes for using
coercive action to protect people in danger. 

Sverre Lodgaard (2000), a Canadian scholar, has also
offered a restrictive definition of what falls under the human
security paradigm. By focusing on freedom from fear, Lodgaard
has confined his concept of human security to only that relating
to physical, direct, personal violence on the individual. 

While Lodgaard’s concept is considered as too narrow by
some, this report also recognizes the shortcomings of a broad
definition. It is difficult to rule out the fact that the concept of
physical violence needs to somehow include all activities that in
some way damage the physical condition of an individual, such
as malnutrition brought about by poverty as well as by armed
conflict. In fact, individuals or groups are as vulnerable in
situations of famine, poverty, powerlessness and discrimination as
they are in situations of violent conflict or warfare. This shows
how strongly the concepts of freedom from fear and freedom
from want are interlinked. Correspondingly, the concept of human
security in this report not only includes direct and physical violence on
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the individual, but also structural violence of a repressive character
such as discrimination, lack of good governance, and the repression of
individuals and groups. 

No wonder that this definition of human security can
arouse doubts over the feasibility of the operational
implementation of the concept. Thus, in order to apply what has
been discussed in past theoretical debates on human security into
real operational policy, human security issues must compose a large
part of political agendas around the world. This task would
demand discussions to be more issue-specific and to identify the
distinct, critical and pervasive threats to human security. In this
context, it seems that human security can be best defined by
examining its opposite concept, i.e. human insecurity, which is
specified as a crisis situation where the level of rights and capacities of
the individual or groups fall under the minimum level of freedom from
want and/or freedom from fear. This kind of crisis situation requires
immediate and effective countermeasures that will assist people in
want or those subject to fear and, ultimately, conflict resolution
and/or developmental activities at all levels of governance and
cooperation: local, national, regional and international. 

There have been numerous intergovernmental efforts to
promote the concepts and practices of human security. After the
publication of the UNDP Human Development Report 1994 and its
approach equating security with people rather than territories,
UNESCO and the Organization of American States (OAS) jointly
organized the Inter-American Symposium on Security for Peace:
Peace-building and Peace-keeping, which took place at UNESCO
Headquarters in Paris in 1996. This symposium led to the
establishment by UNESCO of an informal group of specialists to
elaborate on the concept of security. The outcome of this meeting
was published by UNESCO under the title What Kind of Security?
(UNESCO, 1997). Subsequently, UNESCO and the Institut des
Hautes Études de Défense Nationale (IHEDN, France), jointly
organized an international symposium, From Partial Insecurity to
Global Security (UNESCO, 1997). In cooperation with ASEAN,
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UNESCO also organized a Regional Symposium on Cooperative
Peace in Southeast Asia (UNESCO, 1999), whose main
conclusions are included in Annex 1. In November 2000, the First
International Meeting of Directors of Peace Research and Training
Institutions on the theme What Agenda for Human Security in the
Twenty-first Century? took place at UNESCO Headquarters
(UNESCO, 2001c). A number of specific proposals were
formulated in its Agenda for Action (see Annex 2) as a result of this
meeting. One such decision was to create the International
SecuriPax Network for the Promotion of Human Security and
Peace (UNESCO, 2000). The objective of the SecuriPax Network
is to ensure exchange and interaction among its members, which
include academics, experts and opinion leaders from around the
world. These people come together for the purpose of facilitating
dialogue and the exchange of information that includes the best
examples of application and practices in the field of human security.
Regional meetings on the subject have also been decided by
members. In July 2001 an expert meeting, jointly organized by
UNESCO and the South African Institute for Security Studies
(ISS), was held on the theme Peace, Human Security and Conflict
Prevention in Africa (UNESCO/ISS, 2001). Another was held in
Santiago (Chile) for the Latin America and the Caribbean region
(UNESCO/FLACSO-Chile, 2003). The regional meeting on the
Ethical, Normative and Educational Frameworks for the Promotion
of Human Security in East Asia is therefore another step in
UNESCO’s global strategy on human security.

Governments as well as individuals and international
organizations have been involved in defining human security, but
some have been more active than others. The Canadian and
Japanese governments have been the two main protagonists
leading human security discourses by promoting the concepts and
practices of human security, although the two advocate different
concepts of what human security entails. Canada’s approach to
human security, like that of UNDP, is centred on the security of
the individual. However, UNDP tends to further the safety of the
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individual from freedom of want, whereas Canada, with Minister
of Foreign Affairs Lloyd Axworthy as one of its main advocates,
stresses that the most salient component within the concept of
human security is the ‘freedom from pervasive threats to people’s
rights, their safety, or even their lives ...’ (Canada, 2000; Axworthy,
1997, 1999). Canada uses ‘people as the point of reference’
(Goldberg, 2000) as the core of their definition centres on the
concept of human rights by virtue of the Geneva Convention. The
Canadian Government has a strong history of peace-keeping
operations, and recognizes the importance of preventing conflicts
as part of human security, with peace-building as the key concept.
Peace-keeping has created controversy, with some nations, such as
China and Indonesia, arguing that international interference in
domestic affairs is not acceptable. However, Canada has
continually argued that because ‘freedom from fear’ is one of the
most important objectives for governments to achieve for their
citizens, sovereignty is in an inexorable state of decline considering
the fact that violations to human physical integrity are caused by
internal as well as external factors.

With Canada focusing on freedom from fear and UNDP
on freedom from want, Japan provides yet another definition
completing the circle around these two polar opposites. With the
economic crisis of the late 1990s fresh in mind, Japan elaborated
on the definition of human security by embracing both freedom
from want and freedom from fear. As the late Prime Minister
Keizo Obuchi explained in a policy speech, human security is ‘a
concept that takes a comprehensive view of all threats to human
survival, life, and dignity and stresses the need to respond to such
threats’ (Obuchi, 1998). As human dignity is emphasized as a vital
part of human security, Japan concludes that in order to ensure
human security, one must go beyond the traditional boundaries of
conflict-related threats and learn to see the broader dimensions
relating to human security, where threats are often disguised in
many forms. As the Japanese definition is strongly bound to
international cooperation, dialogue and political participation,
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human rights concerns and democratization are seen as
indispensable components for ensuring human security.

Apart from Canada and Japan, Thailand has also played an
important role in the implementation of political measures
relating to human security. Its activities as the only Asian
member in the Human Security Network (HSN), a non-
governmental organization (NGO) which plays an intermediary
role between various governmental, inter-governmental, and
non-governmental actors in developing a programme on human
security and HIV/AIDS in the Greater Mekong subregion, are
worth noting (Thailand, 2002).

At the NGO level, the activities of the above-mentioned
ICISS and the HSN are interesting. Since its establishment in
1999, the HSN, an informal group of thirteen countries that
includes Austria, Canada, Chile, Greece, Ireland, Jordan, Mali,
the Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Switzerland and Thailand as
permanent members and South Africa as an observer, has been
instrumental in promoting dialogue on human security. It has
also worked hard to apply a human security perspective to
international issues such as the Ottawa Convention on Anti-
Personnel Landmines, the establishment of the International
Criminal Court (ICC), conflict prevention, human rights
education, and the struggle against HIV/AIDS.6

In brief, the endeavour for a clear definition of human
security is an ongoing process, which means that some amount
of time will have to elapse before a single, refined definition that
is acceptable to all actors is coined. The previously discussed
definitions, while helpful, fail to fully illuminate the situation
and provide a workable international standard. The fact that
numerous definitions exist indicates just how difficult it is to
define the concept. Sadako Ogata, the former United Nations
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High Commissioner for Refugees, has acknowledged that the
term human security means everything and nothing at the same
time (Ogata, 1999, 2001).

Consideration also needs to be given to the distinction
between the concepts of comprehensive security and human
security. Often mistaken for comprehensive security, human
security is strictly distinguished from comprehensive security in
the sense that the latter does not put as great an emphasis on
human rights as the former. Amitav and Arabinad Acharya
(2001) argue that there are three distinctions between
comprehensive security and human security. The first is that
whereas comprehensive security emphasizes human needs,
human security emphasizes human rights. Secondly,
comprehensive security responds to the core question of ‘who or
what threatens security?’ whereas human security also responds
to ‘whose security?’. Lastly, comprehensive security focuses on
order and stability, whereas human security concentrates on
justice and emancipation.

In East Asia, the concept of comprehensive security
includes a dimension on human rights. The best example of this
would be the definition of comprehensive security adopted by
the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific
(CSCAP), a non-governmental process for dialogue on security
issues in the Asia-Pacific region. The CSCAP Working Group on
Comprehensive and Cooperative Security has produced a
definitive guide on the concepts of comprehensive security,
stating that non-traditional issues such as environmental damage,
economic inequity, transnational crime and human rights failures
have increasingly found a way into the security agendas of states
(CSCAP, 2001). 

Still, the concept of comprehensive security has originated
from the belief that national and regime security must be
achieved through political order, stability and rapid economic
growth. Therefore, the central operating body in comprehensive
security is the nation-state. However, the state has been unable to
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promote the rights and safety of the individual in times when the
pursuit of economic growth has been more pressing. On the
other hand, the central operating body in human security is the
individual. Human security thus deals with promoting the rights,
liberties and security of the individual, in addition to the many
aspects that comprehensive security covers. This raises the
question of what indeed appertains to the Asian perspective of
human security.

Another important challenge to conceptualizing human
security is how to define the security of women, which is
regarded as one of the many perceived threats to human security.
This threat is not only brought about by the physical, emotional,
and material differences between men and women, but also by
the existing social, economic, and political inequalities that
women are subject to. As a result, women and children turn out
to be the greatest victims in humanitarian crisis situations such as
war, disease, famine and poverty. It is thus pressing to draw up
institutional and policy measures that aim at providing social and
physical protection for women from such threats to their
personal security. However, because past efforts at creating and
implementing policies have usually concentrated more on
promoting security at the general level, there has been much
scepticism on how much these policies have actually contributed
to the promotion of security for women and the improvement of
their status in society. Therefore, it is also important to conduct
research and provide policy plans on human security from a
perspective aimed at promoting the rights of women and
satisfying their needs. For this reason, the ‘gendering’ of human
security by concentrating on women’s security is just another
attempt to put this gender inequality back to its ‘normal state’
and not one that excludes other groups from the picture. Such an
attempt is most imperative in East Asia, where the participation
of women in the economic sphere as well as the political sphere
is still weak and limited.
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III

East Asian perspectives of human security

1 Human security concepts and practices in East Asia

Over the past decade, there has been an increasing
consensus in the international community against the use of
national sovereignty as an excuse by human rights violators to
avoid the jurisdiction of international law, as shown by the
establishment of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court in July 2002 (ICC, 2002). Nevertheless, the authority that
pertains to such a consensus has been tarnished by the perception
of an existing double standard practised by major powers,
particularly the United States which is often exempt from
judgement whereas weaker states are obliged to adhere to the law.

The East Asian reaction to global initiatives on human rights
and humanitarian issues such as prohibitions on anti-personnel
landmines, the creation of the ICC, and humanitarian interventions
in Kosovo, Rwanda, Somalia and East Timor (now Timor-Leste) has
varied. On the one hand, Japan and the new democracies in East
Asia such as the Philippines, the Republic of Korea and Thailand
have shown their interest and commitment to human security
matters. In particular, the governments of Japan and Thailand have
been very active in promoting the concepts and practices of human
security (Evans, 2003). As mentioned earlier, Japan has advocated
the human security agenda as one of its major foreign policy
objectives. The previous administration in Thailand established the
Department of Human Security in order to effectively handle its
domestic social safety issues. On the other hand, China has not
officially used the term human security in addressing the question
and has instead used ‘people’s safety’. This is because China’s
perception of security still remains in the scope of traditional and
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national security. However, the concept of human security is
becoming increasingly popular as Chinese people have begun to
emphasize security in keeping with their political and social rights
(Chu, 2002). The unprecedented economic development over the
past two decades has contributed to greatly enhancing the living
standards of the Chinese people as a whole.

Several other East Asian governments and academics did
not express their direct and immediate interest in the concepts
and practices of human security when they were first conceived
and introduced. They have rejected humanitarian intervention
measures, arguing that they are a ploy by the major powers to
intervene in the domestic matters of developing countries.
Furthermore, some Asian countries such as China and Malaysia
have expressed their discontent regarding their experience in
having the major powers use human rights as a ready pretext to
curb Asian progress whenever they feel threatened by strong
Asian economic growth. Such discontent is well observed in a
speech discussing the creation of a Malaysian Human Rights
Commission in October 1999, where Malaysian Foreign
Minister Syed Hamid Albar criticized Kofi Annan for advocating
the idea of ‘individual sovereignty’. The minister contended that
the argument that individual sovereignty takes precedence over
state sovereignty, ‘would justify the United Nations or any other
countries [sic], to violate the territorial integrity and sovereignty
of any nation for the sake of the sovereign individual’.7

Against this backdrop, there is a consensus among
governments in Asia that the principle of national sovereignty
should be respected whatever the circumstances and consequently
that human rights concerns should be ‘addressed with full respect
for national and territorial integrity, which follows the guiding
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principles of objectivity, impartiality, and transparency as set down
by the Vienna Conference on Human Rights’.8 Unless the
promotion of human security issues in East Asia can be pursued
without being perceived by sovereign states as an impingement on
their economic progress, the concept of human security will never
be fully endorsed and the results less than satisfactory. For example,
Thailand, which has been plagued by the widespread prostitution
of minors, has ratified most of the human security-related treaties
and conventions but not those directly linked to the issues of the
trafficking of women and children and child prostitution.
Although Japan has been known as a champion of human security,
it has not yet signed the ICC Statute due to the lack of
compatibility between the Statute and Japan’s domestic law. 

This leads to the question of how far East Asian policy-
makers are willing to embrace the notion of human security.
Generally, Asian observers, both inside and outside Asia, view
human security more in terms of its economic and social
ramifications rather than its political ones (e.g. the promotion of
human rights). Others, including a newer generation of academics,
point out the political nature of human security, emphasizing that
it must be clearly separated from state and regime security
(Acharya and Acharya, 2001). The notion of human security
generally has not been seized as a key element of states’ national
and foreign policies, or as a normative and doctrinal foundation of
various East Asian regional institutional arrangements such as
ASEAN, ASEAN+3, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) (Evans, 2003).

Added momentum for East Asia’s recognition of the
urgency of human security was the financial crisis of the late 1990s.
This was the part of the world hardest hit by the crisis, and within
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the region two different reactions developed to the bailout
programmes designed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
On the one hand, the severe economic recession that came about
in the wake of the crisis took away East Asia’s confidence in the
‘Asian way’ of achieving development. It made East Asian people
reconsider the viability of these ‘Asian values’, which had been
characterized by norms of ‘society over self ’, trust in the
‘developmental state’, and modernization theory itself. Asia’s
encounter with this crisis had exposed the dangers of prioritizing
continual political, economic and social developments over the
political and civil liberties of the individual, that is to say, placing
priority on state sovereignty over matters concerning human dignity. 

The case of Indonesia is a good example of how the
diminution of human rights and political participation in the
process of pursuing economic growth and political stability can
be counterproductive. The poverty induced by the crisis led to
extreme political instability, as well as the creation of high
economic competitiveness and inter-state tensions over refugees
and illegal migration (Acharya and Acharya, 2001). These
outcomes increased scepticism towards ‘Asian traditions’ and
made policy-makers and the public more receptive to ‘global
standards’, which include the concepts of human rights and
human security. Thus there was a growing awareness among East
Asian states of the importance of good governance,
environmentally sustainable development, and the provision of
social safety nets for the impoverished.9

On the other hand, a second reaction contradictory to the
first took place. In the wake of the financial crisis, respective
beneficiaries (e.g. Malaysia) denounced the rescue packages
presented by the IMF as being incompatible with their Asian
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culture and values. Whether out of a defensive refusal to admit
failure, or an overreaction to an apparent resurgence of the West’s
noblesse oblige, such a response has so far been an impediment to
the full materialization of the promised benefits from the due
reforms. Arguably, human security in East Asia has been
incapacitated not only by economic factors but also by the lack of
political will consequent to undue partiality and nationalism in the
midst of the sudden influx of foreign influence during the crisis. 

Concerning the definition of human security in East Asia,
as in other regions there have been several different conceptions.
Whereas one focuses on the human costs of violent conflict,
another stresses human needs in the process of pursuing
sustainable development. The third conception, closely related to
the second, focuses on the aspects of human rights in human
security without linking it to the cost of violent conflict, but
rather associates it with a lack of good governance and says that
poverty arises from poor policy management, corruption and
state-sponsored violence against individuals.

In brief, the recognition of human security in East Asia has
two different aspects. First, as discussed above, the financial crisis has
provided an opportunity to reconsider the value system of East Asian
countries and thus has called for the incorporation of human security
in national agendas. This acknowledgement has put pressure on
the leadership in East Asian countries to place more emphasis on
individual rights. The rapid degradation of the economy during
the crisis has also raised the need for the creation of social safety
nets. As the insecurities that East Asia suffered related largely to
socio-economic factors, the local leadership has started to accept a
broader concept of human security beyond armed conflict.

Second, although East Asia has become more receptive to
the international concepts of human security, its resistance to
outside influence remains strong, especially in cases where that
influence is perceived as a new form of imperialism or
intervention. Therefore, most Asian governments are unlikely to
adopt a human security definition that contains political constraints
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or economic directives and would rather agree that it is an individual
sovereign nation’s own duty to secure its citizens’ physical safety.

Taking this into account, the efforts to define human
security with more accuracy not only proves difficult, but also
may limit the scope of the human security agenda in East Asia.
None the less, the question remains how one can effectively
address human security issues in the region. Obviously, this
implementation is not possible without a clear idea of human
security. A common understanding of the concept of human
security has to be established in order to avoid confusion,
scepticism, generalization or abstraction. Therefore, for human
security to progress from just being an idea to an actual condition
in East Asia, it will be easier to look at it through the frameworks
that function as imperatives and guidelines in promoting the
concept. The establishment of a framework to work within is
therefore preferable to a strictly set definition. In this context, the
following section proposes the ethical, normative and educational
frameworks that could help to promote human security in East Asia.

2 Promoting human security in East Asia: ethical
and normative frameworks

Ethical framework: changing attitudes by implementing
the concept

Ethics, or moral philosophy, is the discipline concerned
with what is morally good and bad, right and wrong.10 The term
is also applied to any system or theory of moral values or
principles. How should we live? Shall we aim at happiness or at
knowledge, virtue or the creation of beautiful objects? If we
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choose happiness, will it be our own or of all? And what of the
more particular questions that we face: Is it right to be dishonest
for a good cause? Can we justify living in opulence while
elsewhere in the world people are starving? If conscripted to fight
in a war we do not support, should we disobey the law? What are
our obligations to other creatures with whom we share this planet
and to the generations of humans who will come after us? Ethics
deals with such questions at all levels. It consists of the
fundamental issues of practical decision-making, and its major
concerns include the nature of ultimate values and the standards
by which human actions can be judged to be right or wrong.

The terms ethics and morality are closely related. We now
often refer to ethical judgements or ethical principles, where it once
would have been more common to speak of moral judgements or
moral principles. These applications are an extension of the
meaning of ethics. Strictly speaking, the term refers not only to
morality itself but to the field of study, or branch of inquiry, that
deals with morality as its subject matter. In this sense, ethics is
equivalent to moral philosophy. Although ethics has always been
viewed as a branch of philosophy, its all-embracing practical nature
links it with many other areas of study, including anthropology,
biology, economics, history, politics, sociology and theology. Yet,
ethics remains distinct from such disciplines as it does not entail
factual knowledge in the way that the sciences and other branches
of inquiry do. Rather, it has to do with determining the nature of
normative theories and applying these sets of principles to practical
moral problems, and in this report, human security concerns.

Therefore, an ethical framework entails judgements on
values; hence its boundaries enclose judgements aimed more
towards moral standpoints. From an ethical perspective, human
security should be understood in the real contexts of individual
situations and should be made operational so that people will
consider such security issues as not only an abstract concept but also
a basic demand, a human right, and a personal responsibility that is
necessary in order to lead a better life. Already the East Asian region
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is permeated with a framework of values and norms that
delineate interpersonal relations, yet the focus is on a common
good that can only be attained through greater emphasis on
overall society, at the cost of individuals’ needs and rights. This
rests on the assumption that respect for each individual is
ethically good, and if so, then clearly the logic in forgoing human
security through the neglect of individual human rights for the
sake of national stability is exposed to some ethical flaws.

Normative framework: monitoring the implementation
of standard rules and agreements

Based on a number of debates and discussions organized
and facilitated by UNESCO and other UN agencies on human
security issues, a standard framework for the implementation of
findings and recommendations has emerged; international norms,
procedures and protocols; and the global agenda for international
governmental and non-governmental institutions to act upon
have long been documented and already set in motion. However,
the absence of effective results or changes seems to arise from the
lack of international, regional, national and local mechanisms that
can regularly and effectively monitor the practice and
implementation of all that has been theorized and agreed on.

Consequently, networks of international governmental and
non-governmental institutions need to place a stronger emphasis
on the evaluation and monitoring process of what is or has
presumably already been implemented. The follow-up sessions
and conferences carried out so far (mainly based on initiatives by
UNESCO or other UN agencies) have been highly intellectual.
That is, evaluation and monitoring are not carried out in any real,
constructive sense. Follow-ups are limited and centred only on
accommodating the nuances of the progressive research efforts,
thoughts and visions of scholars, whose theories tend to be
divorced from the empirical realities of human security. Some
scholars have, however, anchored their thoughts in case studies
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they have actually conducted, directly bringing reality to the
discussion table during the follow-up or evaluation phase by
encouraging personal testimonies of recipients or aided victims
and requiring tangible and practical reports from the pertinent
institutions and NGOs. This in turn may prompt, guide and
inspire policy-makers at the state level to continually support and
enforce other related norms, standards and guidelines directed
towards the prioritization and promotion of human security.

The normative framework also stretches beyond that of
the ethical as it advocates how one should act. The normative
framework connects morality with actual conduct, so it follows
that the praxis of our ethics can be found within it. The
normative framework leans towards practice as ethics deals more
with principles. Yet the ethical and normative frameworks are
closely linked and integrated so that a separate prescription for
each country in East Asia almost seems unfeasible. Norms are
based on ethics and vice versa, resulting in a normative ethical
framework to work from.

In promoting human security and integrating it within the
normative ethical framework in East Asia, it is important to keep
in mind that UN-proclaimed definitions of human security
(HSPH, n.d.) are primarily based on Western thinking and
philosophy. Some principles are seemingly universal – ‘thou
shalt not kill’ – but others are not. Recently there have been
many controversies about partiality in enforcing the rule of law
within the international arena. Just as beauty is said to be in the
eyes of the beholder, apparently simple concepts such as the idea
of freedom, including what it is, how to obtain and sustain it,
seem today to be defined through the eyes of the most powerful.
International law is now at risk of being criticized for turning a
blind eye to the ‘minority being bullied by the prevailing’. Recent
shifts in the world system subject international law to negative
connotations, including the perception that the most powerful
take the law into their own hands and circumvent the legitimate
international order. 
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The implications of the discrepancy between regions in the
conceptualization of human security is twofold: first, in promoting
a human being-oriented security, differences will have to be
acknowledged while questions will have to be raised on whether
politicized goals should go beyond the scope of protecting human
life solely during violent conflict. Second, in the quest for global
coherence within the human security framework, not only is there
a need to redefine such security in the mindset of East Asian
people, but there is also a need to change some attitudes within the
normative ethical framework. Human security must be outlined
more pragmatically in order to serve the people who need it the
most. Those who learn to enjoy it as their sole right can
subsequently accept the inherent responsibility to promote such
rights themselves. Thus, the perspectives of such a concept have to
evolve from being an intangible notion to what is known in legal
terms as opinio juris. That is, individuals and nations must perceive
human security and what it entails as an obligation under
international law, and act accordingly.

One plausible way to achieve this goal is for the principle
of human security to permeate the social, legal and political
framework, which can then spur a ‘trickle-down’ effect, spreading
the notion as attainable and legally enforceable to each and every
individual. However, some nations are not only reluctant to
admit their failures regarding human security, but also unwilling
to discuss them, particularly in terms of their respective human
rights records. Such reluctance to address the issue runs the risk
of a ‘trickle-up’ effect, which involves constant struggle and high
costs, and is often a time-consuming affair with very slow
progress. Alternatively, a ‘trickle-down’ effect would not only require
effort, but maintenance. This is where it is vital that inter-
governmental organizations (IGOs) and NGOs use their networking
advantages and capabilities to help and promote the cause at grass-
roots level, while at the same time work to encourage policy-makers
to open their eyes to the importance of human security. The role of
such organizations is critical in East Asia as it lacks a fundamental
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basis for agents other than state-related and state-sponsored ones
to promulgate human security as an indivisible part of individual
human rights.

3 Promoting human security: educational framework

One natural conclusion is that successful societal
penetration of human security at all levels requires the
participation of individuals within that society. Hence, greater
reinforcement of awareness and judgement is needed in order to
help people to be well informed, personally transformed, and
engaged in procuring freedom from all forms of insecurity. Already,
Japan, Canada and many Western European countries have been
in the vanguard of the protection and promotion of human
security through a number of initiatives to educate people on such
principles. In particular, Japan’s role as an initiator of these efforts
brings East Asia a step nearer. Yet in order to maintain the forward
motion, Japan requires more support and recognition from the
region for the leadership it has shown. Despite being a major
power in East Asia or even in Asia, Japan cannot alone reform an
entire continent, or educate and inspire all its neighbouring
countries to endorse human security. It certainly needs alliances,
both internal and external, to effectively continue the task. Internal
alliances can be made with and need to be deeply rooted in civil
society, local NGOs or Japan’s local agencies or ministries, such as
the social welfare agency and the Ministry of Education. Once the
alliance network is established, these internal allies can then be
called on to spread their efforts to neighbouring countries.

At the external level, inter-state bodies such as UNESCO
are in the best position to fully encourage Japan in intensifying its
promotion of human security. It is important to note that within
the United Nations system, UNESCO has taken the lead in
enhancing human security, not only in Asia but in other regions
such as Africa, Europe and Latin America. UNESCO recognizes
education as an important key to preserving human security
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values, including peace, democracy, justice, tolerance and freedom
of expression (UNESCO, 2001b). The Director-General of
UNESCO, Koïchiro Matsuura, asserted that education is an
indispensable mechanism in promoting all forms of development
– individual, social and economic. Furthermore, education offers
a sustainable solution as it enables every individual actor including
states, business corporations and civil society to make their own
decisions and to take control of their own affairs. Having taken on
the role as the main advocate in East Asia, Japan should not only
seek support among its fellow Asian countries, but also make an
effort to enhance public awareness throughout the society.

Such alliances are not and should not be the only means
of advocating the cause. Despite incessant efforts such as those of
UNESCO, information and awareness are not yet pervasive and
do not reach the front line: the destitute and those vulnerable to
becoming so. Scholars and policy-makers often fail to take into
account that human security is a personal responsibility. The
pendulum needs to shift this unidirectional intellectual phase
where the socio-economically advantaged know there are
problems and the disadvantaged know they are victims. The
latter have always lagged behind the former in taking action to
advance their status. Counter-measures usually come to these
people only after they have faced suffering, privation or death. It
is imperative to make people at all levels realize the implications and
magnitude of continuing negligence towards human security, and to
shift their reactions to those of preventive and pre-emptive methods.

Owing to the centralized government characteristic of most
East Asian states, progress in procuring human security cannot be
fully energized without the support and active participation of
individuals themselves. Although some East Asian governments
are slowly taking heed of the importance of an extended
dimension of security, passivity from their constituents due to lack
of awareness, or lack of motivation, will only provide adequate
leeway to keep eschewing the much-needed reform centred on
human beings that is fundamental to international norms.
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IV

Human security issues in East Asia

The West is currently at the forefront of embracing the
idea of human security. Although portions of the concept and
concerns identified by the West are shared by the countries of
East Asia, the latter have different historical, cultural and political
backgrounds and perspectives and thus require their own
methods and frameworks in the promotion of human security.
Agreement is also needed on a definition that is in accord with
the respective cultures and values of East Asian countries. In
order to promote scholarly and policy debate on human security
in East Asia, and consequently ensure that major aspects of
human security will be incorporated into regional, national and
local policies, it may be useful to try to specify the sources of
human insecurity that are plaguing the region. This section thus
examines the progress and setbacks of East Asian human security
issues by identifying the dimensions of human insecurities and
challenges in the countries of the region.

1 Cross-border threats

Since the end of the Cold War, the concerns of the
international community have included four particular
transnational security issues: the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD), terrorism, transnational organized crime,
and international narcotics trafficking (Pollard, n.d.). The first
two are currently the most prominent and immediate threats in
East Asia. Also, ‘intermestic’ threats generated by the
intermingling of international and domestic problems have
become detrimental not only to state security, but also the
personal safety of individuals. Human trafficking, forced
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migration, environmental insecurity and health insecurity such as
the HIV/AIDS epidemic and severe acute respiratory syndrome
(SARS) are among these intermestic threats.

Proliferation of WMD and the threat of nuclear weapons

The proliferation of WMD, chemical weapons, and the
illicit trafficking of weapons are among the major traditional,
military concerns as they increase the possibility of armed conflict
or warfare. Given the negative humanitarian consequences of such
warfare, successful disarmament should be understood as
improving the human security record of countries. International
efforts to prohibit the use of chemical and biological weapons date
back to as early as 1925 when the Protocol for the Prohibition of
the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous, or Other Gases, and of
Bacteriological Methods of Warfare was signed at the Conference
for the Supervision of the International Trade in Arms and
Ammunition, which was held in Geneva under the auspices of the
League of Nations.11 Since then, a range of disarmament treaties
have been established aiming to limit and reduce weapons of mass
destruction and biological and chemical weapons as well as
conventional arms such as light weapons and landmines.12 Treaties
concerning the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons have also been
established. In the Conference on Chemical Weapons Use, held in
Paris in January 1989 and attended by 146 states, the final
declaration recognized the importance of the Geneva Protocol and
called on the accession of all states that had not ratified it (NTI,
n.d.). However, although all but three East Asian countries (Brunei
Darussalam, Myanmar and Singapore) have either signed or ratified
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the Protocol, how well countries will adhere to it and to other
related international accords remains to be seen.

At this moment, the world seems to be on the brink of war
because of nuclear weapons. The first Korean nuclear crisis of
1993-94 was settled by a bilateral resolution between the United
States and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in 1994
through the Agreed Framework, which included the suspension
of the latter’s nuclear programme in return for two US-provided
atomic light-water reactors and heavy oil. However, the DPR
Korea’s announcement in October 2002 that it was using
enriched uranium facilities for nuclear weapon production and
was consequently taking steps towards becoming a nuclear power
has reignited the crisis. This time, the situation is much more
proximate and difficult to resolve, as in January 2003 the DPR
Korea withdrew from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons (NPT)13 and in May 2003 ended the 1992
agreement pact with the Republic of Korea which states that the
North will not deploy nuclear arms on the Korean Peninsula. In
an effort to resolve this new nuclear threat, a multilateral scheme
in the form of six-party talks involving the United States, the two
Koreas, Japan, China and the Russian Federation was set up and
the first meeting was held in Beijing in August 2003. However,
it remains uncertain whether the talks will result in a positive
outcome, as the first meeting failed even to agree that the talks
would continue.

From a human security point of view, nuclear war is one
of the worst imaginable scenarios. Disarmament is thus a crucial
part of promoting human security. According to this line of
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devices; and not to seek or receive any assistance in the manufacture of nuclear
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reasoning, the US-led war on Iraq could be justified despite the
high costs of casualties and enormous post-war social,
psychological and humanitarian problems. Above all, civilian
deaths are the most intolerable outcomes of all armed conflict
whether they be inter- or intra-state, regardless of the original
cause of war.14

Terrorism

Throughout human history, terrorism is a tool that has
been effectively employed by aggrieved or oppressed people or
groups against those they consider to be their oppressors.
Although the number of terrorist attacks has declined globally,
the number of causalities per attack has increased over the last
two decades (Hoge and Rose, 2001). Today’s terrorist challenge is
different from traditional terrorist attacks, which usually had
limited political objectives. A new kind of terrorist, largely driven
by grievance, hatred and fanaticism, is attempting to cause
indiscriminate slaughter and mass destruction. Radical Islamist
groups are in the forefront of this recent trend. Changes to the
combination of targets, motives and weapons have made terrorist
attacks more catastrophic. Whereas the concept of crusades in
Europe disappeared many centuries ago, the inspiration of jihad
(holy war) has resurfaced in some parts of the Muslim world
(Laqueur, 2001). 11 September 2001 demonstrated that a single
terrorist crime could create catastrophe and completely change the
perceptions and structure of today’s world.

East Asian countries, like the rest of the world, have
recognized the need to combat international terrorism, but their
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attitude towards the US-led military campaigns against terrorism
is one of ambivalence. In the immediate wake of the
11 September events, the government leaders of ASEAN at the
ASEAN+3 Summit in November 2001 announced a ‘Declaration
on Joint Action to Counter Terrorism’. Yet the East Asian response
to the war on terrorism has reflected national interests, internal
political dynamics and the intraregional relations of each member
country. States such as Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia and
Malaysia are Islamic, while others such as the Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand have appreciable Muslim populations.
One of the major reasons that the United States was eager to
secure sanctions by the UN Security Council and a broader
coalition is the need for the US-led Afghan military operations to
be perceived as a war against terrorist groups, not against the
Islamic community. Nevertheless, the response of South-East
Asian countries has been mixed and cautious, based mainly on the
size and influence of each state’s Muslim population.15
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15 For example, Singapore has shown continuing support for United States anti-
terrorist operations and conducted extensive arrests of members of terrorist cells in
Singapore. The Philippines welcomed US troops for training exercises to help to
counter Abu Sayyaf Islamic extremist rebels in the south that allegedly have al-Qaeda
connections. Philippines President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo faced internal
opposition that was critical of the military exercise in the south. Thailand also
allowed the United States to use its U-Tapao air base in eastern Thailand as a
refuelling or transit point for American strikes against Afghanistan. However, the
Thai Government limited its ability to openly support US actions because of the
Muslim minority in the country opposed to the war and urged Thailand to be
neutral. Despite anti-American protests, Indonesian President Megawati
Sukarnoputri announced the country’s cooperation in the war on terror in the
immediate weeks following the 11 September attacks. However, her own regime’s
heavy reliance on Islamic support has led her to withhold cooperation and even to
condemn subsequent US anti-terrorism acts. Prime Minister Mahathir bin
Mohamad of Malaysia has also taken an ambivalent stance. Fearing that he might
lose the support of the country’s Islamic population, he criticized the US bombing
of Afghanistan. However, he did please the United States by isolating the Islamic
opposition party in exchange for a decrease in US criticism of his controversial
prosecution of former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim (Lee, 2003).



In North-East Asia where Islam is not a prominent factor,
except in China’s western region of Xinjiang, the general
consensus favours cooperation with the United States. However,
the question of how far North-East Asian countries should
extend their support is moot, with individual states as well as the
politicians and people of these states unable to agree. Such
ambivalence in the response to terrorism reflects the different
opinion each state holds with regard to its security alliance with
the United States, which critics view as asymmetrical due to
Washington’s unilateral attitude towards foreign policy.16

There are however direct imperatives for combating
terrorism in East Asia. Following the attack in Bali (Indonesia) on
12 October 2002, the problem of terrorism in the region, although
it had long been in existence, came under the spotlight in the
international arena. Indeed, extremist groups had proliferated in
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16 For example, in immediate response to 11 September, the Chinese
Government broke off its long-standing policy of non-interference in other
countries’ internal affairs and supported the US-led retaliation, even going so far as
to call for the establishment of a coalition government in Afghanistan. Chinese
leaders probably tailored their response with a view to garnering international
support for their battle against Uighur Islamic rebels, who have long fought to
liberate the western region of Xinjiang from China. But more important is the fact
that 11 September allowed Sino-US relations to be upgraded to a ‘candid,
cooperative and constructive’ partnership, in sharp contrast to the earlier situation
when the Bush administration labelled China a strategic competitor, and the
Chinese press criticized the United States for being a hegemonic bully. Japan’s
response to the terror attacks has been part of a larger process according to which it
had been redefining its security role over the previous ten years. The process
included the 1999 Guidelines for US-Japan Defense Cooperation, by which means
Tokyo has sought to strike a balance between military contributions to the United
States-Japan security alliance and the military-related restrictions prescribed in its
constitution. In October 2001, Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichiro pushed the Diet
to enact the Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law, which authorized the expansion
of the overseas role of its Self-Defense Forces (SDF) by providing noncombatant and
humanitarian support for the US-led war effort. The Republic of Korea’s full support
for the US campaign against terrorism reinforced the former’s position vis-à-vis the
United States but, at the same time, elicited a negative response from the People’s
Democratic Republic of Korea. The Kim Jong-il regime denounced the strong
United States-South Korean ties to counter terrorism as doing little more than
causing a security alert and tension on the Korean peninsula (Lee, 2003).



South-East Asia and that area had ‘already earned a reputation as a
hotbed of terrorism’ (Economist, 2002). There is no doubt that East
Asia also has the potential of becoming just that, with a growing
number of extremist groups especially in Indonesia, Malaysia and
Singapore, extremist sentiments flourishing particularly in the first
two. The Indonesian Government estimates that there are at least
5,000 Islamic fundamentalists living in the country and the
majority of them are members of the Malaysian-Indonesian
extremist group Jemaah Islamiyah, which was established in the
early 1990s and is controlled by Abu Bakar Bashir, a self-proclaimed
prophet and cleric (Bonner, 2003). The group is suspected of
having connections with al-Qaeda, but so far there has been no clear
evidence of any such relationship. East Asian governments as well as
international agents are increasingly concerned about the growing
influence of extremist Islamism. It is feared that such groups will
seek to take control of states to use their political power to spread
and promote their extremist beliefs, and they also seem to be fully
capable of undertaking terrorist attacks without help from outside
(e.g. kindred groups), as evidenced by the frequent bombings in
South-East Asia (Bowring, 2001). 

Therefore, East Asian countries need to develop a regional
strategy for combating terrorism, a different approach to that of
the United States, which argues in its National Strategy for
Combating Terrorism (2003), that ‘an analysis of the history of
combating terrorism confirms that the best way to defeat
terrorism is to isolate and localize its activities and then destroy it
through intensive, sustained action’ (U.S. Department of State,
2003b). However, terrorism seems to be at a peak despite this
‘successful’ approach to defeat it. As the Central Intelligence
Agency has warned, US counter-terrorist operations around the
world may not eliminate the threat of future attacks unless they
address the root causes of terrorism (Agence France Presse,
2002). East Asia should learn from this lesson and might be well
advised to choose another methodology. 
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Indeed, with the end of the Cold War rivalry, several
countries in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia have ceased to be the
prizes for which the East and West previously vied with sticks and
carrots. During the ten-year ‘coffee break’ between the Cold War
and the ‘war against terrorism’, these countries have fallen into
‘failed state’ or ‘semi-failed state’ status owing to the compassion
fatigue and insensitivity of affluent nations.17 Unless the suffering
of these failed states is eased by assistance from affluent nations,
there will be many more countries like Afghanistan harbouring
terrorists who intend to destroy the existing world order. In this
context, the first step of a counter-terrorism campaign requires
inter-state cooperative efforts at regional and global levels to
galvanize the will of individual states to exercise greater
compassion and sensitivity towards isolated and neglected states
and people.

2 Human trafficking

The increase in foreign direct investment, international
tourism and global trade has been accompanied by a remarkable
increase in transnational illicit activities. One of the most serious
concerns relating to such transnational crimes is human
trafficking – transportation of persons for forced labour, sexual
exploitation or other illicit activities (See Table 1). It is estimated
that each year 800,000-900,000 people, mainly women and
children, are trafficked across international borders worldwide
(U.S. Department of State, 2003c). Some argue that the real
number is double this figure. Human trafficking has grown into
one of the most profitable global businesses for traffickers and
organized criminal groups. However, due to its clandestine
nature, many cases of human trafficking are under-reported, thus
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making it difficult for governments and international
organizations to establish reliable statistics and to enforce
appropriate penalties. 

Whereas the transfer of weapons and drugs is seen as
illegal in most countries, the expanding sex industry around the
world paves the way for tacit societal acceptance of sexual
exploitation or indifference towards it. Furthermore, trafficking
of humans is not confined to the sex industry but also includes
forced labour in the agricultural and industrial sectors,
sweatshops and domestic service (U.S. Department of State,
2003a).

Trafficking in East Asia started in the 1960s, when women
from Thailand started to travel to Western Europe in the hope of
escaping from poverty. Economic migrants had established the
route to Europe when East Asia was recovering from the aftermath
of the Second World War. Later, during the 1980s, Malaysia and
Singapore also became transit centres for women seeking transport
to Hong Kong, Japan and Taiwan. Human trafficking in East Asia
not only continues but seems to be on the rise. In a seminar co-
organized by the United Nations Development Fund for Women
(UNIFEM) and the United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific in October 2002, the number
of women and children trafficked in South-East Asia was reported
to be some 225,000 out of a global total of more than 700,000 in
2001 (Asia Times, 2002). The Mekong region is particularly
afflicted. As more women seek opportunities to move abroad,
various other migratory routes are being established. The flow
originally entered Thailand from neighbouring countries. But over
the past few years a pattern has evolved to include the Mekong
region as a whole, introducing new problems in human trafficking.
This region, which includes Cambodia, the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic, Thailand and Viet Nam, is well known for
its sex industry, and this creates a self-fulfilling cycle. The large
supply induces demand which in turn encourages further supply.
There has also been an increase in human trafficking across the
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Viet Nam/Cambodia border. It is estimated that in Phnom Penh
alone, between 35 per cent and 40 per cent of the 20,000 or so
commercial sex workers are Vietnamese (Hughes et al., 1999).
Recently, the number of Burmese women who were smuggled across
the border into Ranong province has increased rapidly, with over 60
per cent of them being under 19 years of age (Shakti et al., n.d).

North-East Asian countries such as China, Japan and the
Republic of Korea have also been source, transit and destination
countries for labour and sexual exploitation. According to
UNIFEM, Japan has the largest sex industry for Asian women,
receiving more than 100,000 female sex workers, mainly from
Thailand and the Philippines (Asia Times, 2002). 

Asian human trafficking is now a global problem as more
women and girls from Thailand, the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic, the Philippines and China are illegally imported into
Western Europe and California in the United States, for
prostitution. As destination countries often lie outside East Asia,
global efforts are as imperative and important as intra-regional
efforts to end this trafficking. 

Human trafficking should also be recognized as a global
development concern because poverty is one of its major causes.
The number of people moving from relatively poor rural areas to
urban areas encourages the migration of women and girls into
cities and abroad. The result is usually sexual exploitation and
labour abuse of these opportunity-seekers, as they will do anything
to escape their rural poverty. People seeking to escape poverty are
easily tricked into migration for ‘employment’ abroad. However,
their options are generally limited to the so-called 3D jobs: those
that are dirty, difficult and dangerous. 

In addition, human trafficking within the sex industry
most often involves foreign buyers and in some cases, foreign
enterprises. The demand side of the issue is the other half of the
problem that has to be solved. The demand for sexual services has
grown with the increasing number of male migrants into urban
areas. Domestic economic development brings greater awareness
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and opportunities for local women, thus reducing the local supply
of prostitutes and increasing the demand for foreign women.
Demand is further increased by factors such as lower labour costs
and the perception of foreign women as ‘lesser beings’. Increased
awareness of sexually transmitted diseases has also increased the
demand for younger prostitutes who are considered to be less
experienced and thus less of a risk.

The most notable progress towards establishing an
international law is the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime, adopted by General Assembly
Resolution A/RES/55/25 of November 2000 (United Nations,
2000a). The Convention is the first legally binding UN treaty on
transnational organized crime. To supplement it, two additional
protocols were signed: one to condemn the smuggling of migrants
by land, sea and air (United Nations, 2000b) and the other to
prevent, suppress and punish the trafficking of persons (United
Nations, 2000c). The most decisive act of the latter was to define
human trafficking as a crime. Organized criminal groups often take
advantage of people’s desire to seek a better life. Such illegal human
trafficking, especially in women and children, can generate an
annual income of up to US$7 billion. Currently, ten East Asian
countries (Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia,
Philippines, Republic of Korea, Singapore, Thailand, Viet Nam)
have signed the Convention and six (Cambodia, Indonesia, Japan,
Philippines, Republic of Korea, Thailand) the Protocols (Table 5). 

At the regional level, The Asian Regional Initiative Against
Trafficking (ARIAT) in Women and Children was held in Manila
(Philippines), in March 2000 and generated an action plan to
promote cooperation and partnership among governments,
IGOs, NGOs, the private sector, civil society and media in the
prevention, protection, prosecution and repatriation aspects of
human trafficking (ARIAT, 2000).
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Table 1: Human trafficking flows in East Asia
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Sources: Based on reports of the U.S. Department of State (2003b) and International
Organization for Migration field missions (n.d.)



3 Forced migration

Since the 1970s, violent upheavals in less-developed
countries have produced massive refugee movements. As of July
2002, UNHCR estimates that there are almost 20 million displaced
people, including some 12 million refugees and 6.3 million
internally displaced (UNHCR, 2002b). Meanwhile, people have
also been forced to leave their homelands for reasons of economic
misery and environmental disruption as much as political
oppression and civil violence. Overpopulation, land pressures,
poverty, famine, epidemics or natural disasters also produce large
numbers of uprooted people, adding a new burden to an already
grave global (political) refugee problem. It is estimated that 150
million people will be environmentally displaced by 2050 (UNDP,
2000). Yet only those who have crossed international borders for
political reasons have conventionally been designated as legitimate
refugees. Neither the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to
the Status of Refugees nor the 1967 Protocol18 have included this
newly identified growing group of environmental refugees. Denied
official refugee status, and therefore international refugee protection
and assistance, these desperate, displaced communities have to
survive however they can (Lee, 1997b).19

Case of North Korean ‘famine refugees’

Hunger-stricken people are now fleeing from the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. As direct defection to the
South through the heavily mined and tightly guarded
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prove to be a serious destabilizing force as displaced persons exacerbate pressures in the
regions they occupy, which are often already overcrowded cities in developing
countries or environmentally fragile areas of neighbouring countries.



demilitarized zone has hardly been a feasible choice, most North
Koreans have crossed illegally into China. Estimates of the
number of North Koreans fleeing into China vary greatly,
ranging from 100,000 by government organizations to as many
as 300,000-400,000 by NGOs. 

The Chinese Government regards North Korean defectors
as illegal immigrants. As the Chinese authorities wish to maintain
their traditionally friendly relationship with the communist
North, they forcibly return captured defectors, adhering to the
Criminal Extradition Treaty between the DPR Korea and China
on the mutual repatriation of escapees and criminals (HRW,
2002a). In recent years, China has stepped up house-to-house
searches to arrest North Korean defectors and fined those helping
them, which deters assistance from international NGOs and
individual volunteers. Although the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers, reported in June
2003 that China has eased its tough policy of repatriating North
Korean defectors, China would not fundamentally change its
policy on handling North Korean refugees (Agence France Presse,
2003b). The Government of the Republic of Korea has been
practising ‘soft diplomacy’ on the issue of North Korean escapees
in China by requesting that they be provided with ‘special
treatment’ based on humanitarian principles, while respecting the
rights of China under international law. Many North Korean
escapees have voiced their desire to defect to the Republic of
Korea, whose government has not been eager to help these people
for fear of causing diplomatic tension with China. As a whole,
UNHCR has remained silent on the situation of these defectors,
as the host government, not UNHCR, has the primary right to
determine their status. UNHCR has another reason: it does not
wish to make any precedent of granting refugee status to people
who flee for non-political reasons by acknowledging hungry
North Koreans as refugees, for this measure in turn would invite
an uncontrollable increase in the number of refugees. 

59



A distinction must be drawn between ‘simple’
displacements, resulting from natural forces alone, and ‘complex’
displacements, caused by combined effects such as environmental
disruption, government incapability/corruption and war.
UNHCR rationalizes that people at risk from environmental and
natural disasters can usually rely, at least in part, on receiving
protection from their state, whereas genuine refugees have no
choice but to turn to the international community for help.
Under this rationale, UNHCR has so far not considered the
environmentally displaced as refugees, the only exception being
the victims of ‘ecocide’ (the deliberate destruction of natural
environment which in turn endangers human life) who flee to
another state for safety. However, political authorities in many
underdeveloped countries have failed to address simple
displacements. Despite their country being incapacitated by
demographic and ecological stress, poverty and social instability,
these leaders often place top priority on their staying in power
rather than on the welfare of their citizens. Under such
circumstances, relief can hardly be channelled through the
existing government. Although nature-triggered catastrophes in
recent years have caused poor grain harvests in the DPR Korea,
the food crisis has largely been exacerbated by years of an
inefficient communist system controlling the economy and
agricultural sector and enormous military expenditure at the cost
of the civilian sector. In such a case it is extremely difficult to
make distinctions between environmental refugees and others.
Ironically, while the affected people need protection as well as
assistance, the main reason UNHCR does not deal with persons
displaced by environmental disasters or economic difficulties
relates to legal protection, which is at the core of its mandate.

4 Health insecurity

The World Health Organization (WHO) emphasizes
health as an indispensable component of development policies,
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advocating the concept of ‘health security’ whereby each
individual is entitled to maintain, protect and promote their own
health. Health security aims to help vulnerable groups in society,
such as unemployed young people at risk of drug addiction and
prostitution and civilians in armed conflicts. In the latter case,
WHO has advocated ‘health as a bridge to peace’ which would
promote dialogue between factions in a civil war and protect
civilians by recognizing hospitals and clinics as ‘peace zones’ and
urging conflicting forces to observe ceasefires for the
immunization of children against vaccine-preventable diseases,
etc. (WHO, 1994). In this sense, health security is based not only
on the priority of public health for development and progress
(WHO, 2001), which is essential for freedom from want, but also
functions as a catalyst for promoting freedom from fear.

Discussions on the public health/national security linkage
have tried to generate intersections defining the scope and
content of ‘public health security’. The concept of public health
security is becoming of critical significance as a national security
concern associated with the state-level proliferation of
bioweapons and increasing threats of bioterrorism, especially
since the 11 September terror and the anthrax attacks in the
United States. In addition, infectious diseases such as HIV/AIDS
and SARS have dramatically demonstrated the importance of
health security. This section highlights the seriousness of the
HIV/AIDS and SARS epidemics in the East Asian region.

HIV/AIDS epidemics

The spread of acquired immune deficiency syndrome
(AIDS) illustrates the nature of our mutual vulnerability more
than any other manifestation of human insecurity. Since the first
reported case of AIDS in June 1981, the number of cases has
been increasing at an alarming rate, making this epidemic not
only a major health problem but also one of the most serious
development issues in the world, especially in underdeveloped
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areas. In 2002 alone, an estimated 3.1 million people died of the
AIDS epidemic and some 5 million acquired the human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV), which causes AIDS (UNAIDS,
2003a). At the end of 2002, a global total of 42 million people
were infected with HIV, over two-thirds of whom live in sub-
Saharan Africa. 

17 per cent (7.2 million) of people infected with HIV live
in Asia and the Pacific, including 1 million in China, 670,000 in
Thailand, 180,000-400,000 in Myanmar and more than
170,000 in Cambodia. Some 2.1 million people in Asia between
the ages of 15 and 24 are living with HIV. During 2001, 490,000
people died of AIDS (UNAIDS, 2003b). Although HIV
infection rates have remained fairly modest in East Asian
countries (with the exception of Cambodia, China, Myanmar
and Thailand), it is crucially important to acknowledge
HIV/AIDS as a regional problem and to adopt measures for
control. Governments in the region have held passive attitudes
towards the epidemic in the past, despite the increasing danger of
the disease spreading through East Asians’ high rate of travel for
leisure, jobs and trade. Despite well-documented and successful
HIV-prevention programmes, governments have failed to realize
the seriousness of the crisis and the window of opportunity for
bringing the HIV/AIDS epidemic under control is closing. In
many cases, low national infection rates conceal serious localized
epidemics affecting many millions of people. This is largely due
to the lack of information on preventive measures and the high
probability that cases will go unreported because of the social
stigma and prejudice attached to those who are infected.

Countries with especially high rates of HIV/AIDS include
Cambodia, Myanmar and Thailand, where the problem is closely
connected with the large sex industry. HIV/AIDS epidemics tend
to be particularly serious in the vicinity of heavily traversed roads
and borders. Also contributing to the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS
is more frequent use of drug injection. Areas with high rates of
injecting drug users (IDUs) also have a high occurrence of HIV
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infection, with IDUs later communicating the virus to non-
injecting users who may pass it to their partners and children.
Statistics show that in Bangkok the prevalence of HIV among
IDUs rose nearly 40 per cent within six months. Yunnan province,
with the highest rate of HIV infection in China, is a perfect
example of IDUs being the core source of HIV (Deany, 2000).

As mentioned above, sex trafficking and prostitution
contribute to the rapid proliferation of HIV/AIDS in East Asia.
Thailand, with the most serious sex trade problem in the region,
has none the less succeeded in slowing the spread. Among
Thailand’s 61 million citizens, it is estimated that around
700,000 are infected by HIV or have developed AIDS. Surveys
carried out in 1990 showed that 22 per cent of men between the
ages of 15 and 49 had used sexual services within the previous
year, among which only 38 per cent had the habit of using a
condom (World Bank, 2000a, 2000b). Hence, the spread of
HIV/AIDS was frequently from sex suppliers to their clients who
in turn transmitted the disease to their partners and children.
Realizing the seriousness of the problem, in 1991 the Thai
Government launched a massive nationwide awareness and
education campaign to decrease the rate of HIV transmission.
Through the use of mass media and government institutions, and
with the help of various NGOs, the use of condoms was
promoted and a collective effort was made to heighten awareness
of the epidemic and of how the virus is transmitted. By 1993, the
number of newly infected cases had already levelled off (World
Bank, 2000a, 2000b), indicating that a collective national effort
can bring about significant progress in combating HIV/AIDS.

East Asian governments pledged to fight HIV/AIDS
themselves, with other countries in international and regional
partnerships, and with the support of civil society, at the United
Nations General Assembly Special Session on HIV/AIDS, held in
June 2001, when heads of state and representatives of
governments issued the Declaration of Commitment on
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS, 2001). In September 2003,
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140 community leaders from 21 Asian countries met in Pattaya
(Thailand), to attend the largest meeting of people living with
HIV/AIDS ever held in Asia and the Pacific. Organized by the
UNDP Leadership for Results programme and the Asia-Pacific
Network for People Living with HIV/AIDS (APN+), the
Thailand meeting will be followed by a series of meetings planned
in Papua New Guinea, Cambodia, Viet Nam and China, as part
of a global UNDP initiative to build leadership and commitment
among governments, the media, the corporate sector and civil
society worldwide to counter the causes of the spread of
HIV/AIDS and to contain it. The success of these global and
regional efforts depends on individual governments’ dedication to
developing and conducting extensive programmes that reach the
general population to educate and provide the services that people
need to protect themselves and each other from the epidemic. 

SARS epidemic

The recent outbreak of SARS, an atypical pneumonia-like
disease, has dramatically convinced the international community
of the importance of health security. Believed to have started in
the southern Chinese province of Guangdong in November
2002, the SARS virus infected about 8,500 people of whom
more than 900 died, until 5 July 2003 when WHO declared the
outbreak to be contained worldwide (Reuters, 2003).

The SARS epidemic appeared to be the ‘disease of East
Asia’ because the region accounted for approximately 96 per
cent of the 8,422 confirmed cases and 95 per cent of the 916
deaths during the outbreak, which peaked from March to May
2003. According to WHO figures, China was most severely
inflicted with 349 deaths out of 5,327 infected cases, followed
by Hong Kong with 300 deaths out of 1,755 cases, Taipei with
180 deaths out of 665 cases, and Singapore with 33 deaths out
of 238 cases. Outside the East Asian region, Canada suffered
with 41 deaths out of 251 cases (Agence France Presse, 2003a).
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The estimated death rate from SARS was about 15 per
cent, twice as high as the original estimate reported by WHO
(Altman, 2003). Due to the speed and ease with which it spread
during its first explosion and given that SARS vaccines are not yet
developed, the region is now on alert for a resurgence of SARS
after a Singaporean patient showed signs of contracting it on 9
September 2003, just one day after the WHO Secretary-General,
Jong-wook Lee, warned of its reappearance. 

As some meteorologists argued, the spread of the SARS
virus is likely to be associated with weather conditions such as
maximum air temperature, daily temperature variations and
related humidity. Whereas it is assumed that high summer
temperatures are not conducive to the proliferation of SARS, it is
always possible for the virus to re-emerge as the weather turns
colder (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China ..., n.d.; Hong
Kong Association, 2003). 

The SARS crisis is a good illustration of the sinister aspects
of globalization. As goods, information and people become more
mobile, so does disease and illness. As East Asia is becoming more
closely integrated in the global economy and communication
network, infectious disease can move to harm not only the public
health of an individual country but can also disrupt trade and
information and harm the regional and global economy. SARS
has shown the weakness and lack of orchestrated efforts to
combat infectious disease in the East Asian region and has
highlighted public health security as a central and integral part of
human security. The rapid spread of the disease also showed the
potential risks for the world if regional measures prove
inadequate. Furthermore, frequent movement of people spread
the disease quickly across Asian countries, even to Canada, the
United States, Australia, New Zealand, Brazil, Columbia, India,
Kuwait, and several European countries.

The repercussions were serious and immediate, not only
from a health perspective but also from an economic one. WHO
warned against travelling to several afflicted countries, sparking

65



cancellations of international conferences, sporting, cultural and
entertainment events, as well as regular tourism and travel. The
loss of income severely affected China and the rest of the region.
Although travel and tourism were the most obvious victims of
the communicable disease, its impact on consumer confidence
has been to slow overall economic growth for all countries in the
region, costing billions of dollars in lost business.20

Viet Nam was one of the most successful countries in its
response to SARS. Following recommendations from WHO, the
Vietnamese Government centralized information, embarked on an
extensive public awareness campaign, and made SARS the top
priority policy agenda. Consequently, on 28 April WHO declared
Viet Nam to be the first afflicted country to contain and eliminate
the virus (Mydans, 2003). In contrast, the Chinese Government,
which initially concealed full details of the SARS outbreak and
refused entry to WHO investigators, only revealed the true
situation on 5 April under intense pressure from internal and
external groups after SARS spread worldwide. China apologized for
its slow response to the epidemic and revealed the true extent of its
spread. In May 2003, China reintroduced the notorious Mao-era
social controls of the ‘neighbourhood committee system’ to slow the
spread of SARS (Economist, 2003a), threatening to execute or jail
for life anyone who broke SARS quarantine orders (BBC News,
2003b). Together with Hong Kong, China was removed from the
WHO’s list of SARS-infected areas on 23 June 2003. Ultimately,
SARS may have helped to liberalize and force new honesty out of
the Chinese ruling party. The spread of the disease also helped
China to acknowledge that health threats would have a significant
impact on economic, social, political and international affairs. 

With the possible return of SARS, the region is now
tightening its vigilance against the disease. In an effort to avoid
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repeating mistakes made during the first outbreak, China has used
its state-run press to step up warnings about the resurgence of
SARS and announced an investment of 11 billion yuan (US$1.3
billion) to develop a working plan to respond rapidly and help to
prevent it (BBC News, 2003a). Singapore has greatly increased its
containment measures, raised the standards of hygiene at the
hospitals, and introduced strict screening measures for all
outbound air passengers and selected incoming passengers from
areas subject to SARS in order to prevent further transmission of
the disease. Selected incoming domestic passengers from areas with
recent local transmissions of SARS are also screened (WHO,
2003). Indonesia has set up a website to monitor the SARS virus,
while Thailand supplied professional guidelines to regional doctors
and Malaysia provided technical and laboratory support. 

In addition to intensifying nationwide counter-measures in
individual countries, intra-regional cooperation is essential to stop
the spread of SARS. The meeting of Health Ministers from ten
ASEAN countries in Cambodia in June 2003 is therefore notable as
a coordinated effort to combat the epidemic (World News, 2003).
Increased transparency and research shared among many countries
will help to reverse the progress of the disease and avoid spreading it
to other continents. It would therefore be advisable to follow
successful strategies such as that implemented in Viet Nam. Media
attention and forums, such as the WHO meeting in Geneva in June
2003, play an important role in the discussion of global containment
strategies so that the public is continually updated and informed
about the transmission of the disease.

5 Environmental insecurity

Environmental change includes population-induced
ecological stress, land scarcity, depletion of water supplies,
deforestation, desertification, air/water/land pollution, ozone
depletion, climate change and natural disasters. With increasing
knowledge of the negative political consequences of
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environmental change and the importance of an ecologically
sustainable future, voices have been raised for placing the
environment on the regional and global security agenda. The
negative impact of economic development on the environment,
together with insufficient environmental legislation or policy and
weak enforcement, inequitable access to resources, and lack of
grass-roots participation in the decision-making process, is
mediated by a confluence of human security factors involving
population, food and energy requirements. 

This is particularly evident in North-East Asia, where
demographic changes along with improved economic conditions
have put pressure on the limited resources and the ecological
conditions of the region. The unprecedented economic
development in the region, particularly of Japan, the Republic of
Korea, Taiwan and, more recently, China, has been occurring
against continued environmental degradation caused by the
overconsumption of resources and energy and a huge increase in
industrial pollution and waste. In particular, China has recorded
the world’s fastest-growing rate of development over the past two
decades and is expected to almost quadruple its electricity-
generating capacity in 2010, compared with 1995. As two-thirds
of China’s energy is currently from coal, which produces a great
amount of sulfur dioxide, China is likely to become the world’s
largest emitter of greenhouse gases within twenty years (Smil,
1992). Acid precipitation has already brought serious
environmental concern at both domestic and regional levels. For
example, several islands in the western part of Korea, including
Baekryung Island, are directly exposed to the polluted air blown
across the Yellow Sea from China. As China’s coal consumption
by 2010 is expected to double that of 1990, the scale and impact
of cross-border acid rain deposition will most probably increase
(Economy, 1997). Similarly, air pollution blown across the East
Sea (Sea of Japan) from Korea has been troublesome to Japan. 

Marine pollution is another transboundary environmental
problem facing the region. The Yellow Sea, shared by China and
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Korea whose coastal areas are heavily equipped with industrial
facilities, has greatly suffered from marine pollution. Primarily
contaminated by industrial wastewater, domestic sewage and the
high volume of oil spills, the Yellow Sea is already known as one
of the seven ‘dying seas’ of the world. The East Sea, which is
bordered by Korea and Japan, despite being relatively less
polluted, has also suffered from industrial waste dumping and
marine oil spills.

In addition, the boundary delimitation of the overlapping
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) between China, Japan and the
Republic of Korea is very controversial. Although the 1982
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, to which all
these North-East Asian countries are signatories, legitimatized
the 200 nautical mile EEZ, the distance from one coast to
another in the region’s seas nowhere exceeds 400 miles.
Therefore, regulation of the shared waters and fishing
arrangements has been problematical as each state attempts to
maximize its access to the resources of the disputed areas (Lee,
2001).

Table 2 documents various environmental problems facing
the North-East Asian region. These problems have increasingly
threatened the economic, social and political interests of the
region and the world as a whole, because they possibly
contribute, if not directly lead, to a decline in people’s quality of
life and the rise of new political tensions at the national, regional
and global levels. In recent years, these problems have offered
opportunities for domestic and regional discussion about
environmental protection and sustainable development.
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6 Threats from within

Equally important to cross-border balance is intra-
national stability. As discussed in the previous section, the
security of citizens in a sovereign nation-state can be challenged
by internal threats such as poverty, income disparity, drug abuse,
illicit trade of weapons and general societal decay. Human
security needs legitimate rule of law: to be more precise, it
requires access to a justice system that provides citizens with a set
framework in which all are treated equally. This section deals
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Transfrontier air pollution Acid precipitation and deposition
Hwangsa (yellow dust phenomenon)

Marine pollution Oil spills
Dumping of radioactive and other industrial
wastes
Coastal runoff and eutrophication

Resource scarcities Overpopulation and growing demands
dependence on energy and food imports
Strong need for alternative energy sources
(e.g. nuclear energy – safety and waste problems)
Access to clean water
Depletion of fishery resources

Ecological management Protection of migratory fish and birds
Sustainable forest development
Regional trade-related environmental issues
Boundary delimitation of the overlapping
EEZ among the countries in the region

Table 2: Common environmental problems in North-East Asia



with four main obstacles to human security within the
parameters of internal hindrances: political instability, ethnic and
communal conflict, poverty, and food security. These factors are
closely linked and aggravate other threats to the individual. 

Political insecurity

Although the West’s concept of liberal market-based
democracy may not necessarily produce human security, political
oppression is an indisputable obstacle to a sound, stable, internal
environment. Oppression usually begets mass opposition, often
in violent forms. The main reasons for this are, first, that people
have a need to express themselves. If they are prevented from
doing so, it is natural for them to eventually resort to violence to
remove the obstacle to their freedom of expression. This situation
is quite common in multi-ethnic societies, as explained below
under the issue of ethnopolitical conflict. 

Second, regimes often use force, generally military force, as a
way of maintaining or strengthening their rule. They tend to
neglect social infrastructure in favour of armaments and
maintenance of the military. Also, politically and economically
advantaged elite groups often extract resources from the rural
peasantry and pastoralists at the local level (Suliman, 1993). The
resulting change in the distribution of ecological resources and
economic goods concentrates supply in the hands of a few, leaving
the remaining citizens to suffer from acute poverty and deprivation.
Unless this inequity is addressed, economic deprivation, civil unrest
and political instability will be the outcome. 

Third, internally repressive regimes commonly suffer from
cronyism, nepotism and corruption. Often, due to their
hierarchical nature, they collapse from within. Oppressive
regimes are less likely to uphold a respectable human security
record than liberal democratic regimes. This is not to say that
there are fewer threats to human security in terms of physical
violence in democratic societies. However, while this is one
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indication of the human security status of a country, it should
not be overemphasized because, as shown below, there are ample
examples of democratic regimes that also fail to secure human
security. External factors also greatly influence the domestic
situation: some governments in East Asia, such as Indonesia,
appear to have used the events of 11 September to tighten
control of political freedom, for example.

How much political freedom is there in East Asia and
what impact does it have on human security in each country?
Freedom House is an organization that produces annual reports
rating the level of political rights and civil liberties, numerically
on a scale from 1 to 7, 1 being most free and 7 being least. A
combination of the two scores is then used to classify each
country as ‘free’, ‘partly free’, or ‘not free’. Although more sources
relying on different concepts of democracy need to be used for a
balanced and satisfactory result on such classification of
individual countries, it is notable that the Freedom House Report
2002-2003 suggests that only five of fifteen East Asian countries
(Japan, Mongolia, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Taiwan,
Thailand) were classified as ‘free’ (Karatnycky, 2003).21

It is interesting to note that none of the East Asian countries
are considered to be ‘most free’, that is none obtain a combination of
totally free political rights and civil liberty. To find such countries one
has to look to the West, where the Scandinavian countries in
particular seem to have the ‘highest’ degree and longest history of
political freedom. Does this imply that the culture and customs of
East Asian countries are generally less conducive to political and civil
rights? If so, do countries of the East need to ‘Westernize’ in order to
improve their human security records? Some argue that the Western
democratic liberal system is not conducive to Asian culture as it is
based on Western culture, which is indisputably very different from
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that of the East. Additionally, one should remember that whereas
democracy developed naturally in the West, it is something that has
been imposed on countries in the East. Much of this is a result of the
Western imperialism that hindered the East’s development in terms of
governance as well as in other areas. Indeed, few East Asian countries
have succeeded in implementing a democratic government, and those
who have are very young, fragile and seemingly easily disrupted. 

Political rights and civil liberties are also very much a
Western measuring stick and thus might show the East in an
unfavourable light. Perhaps the East needs to find an alternative way
of ruling, different from the Western liberal democratic way and at
the same time different from the oppressive way of governing that
exists in many countries today. The Eastern obsession with
following the Western democratic model may prevent countries
from finding a way of ruling that more appropriately fits their
culture and society. Thus, the promotion of human security does
not necessarily go hand-in-hand with democratization. 

Ethnopolitical conflict

The intensification of tribal rivalry and ethnopolitical
conflict (i.e. the state of open conflict with states or civil war
conducted between ethnic groups that have politically mobilized
to redress their grievances and promote the group’s common
interests) are now tearing apart numerous multi-ethnic societies
and imperilling many developing regions, mainly in sub-Saharan
African and Asian countries.

Ethnopolitical conflicts in the world today are not all the
same, but rather fall into different categories according to the
objectives of the contending parties. The first category consists of
ethnic strife that occurs when an ethnic group seeks to form a
separate political entity against the will of its government, which
opposes the group. The main political objective for the group is
‘exit’ for independence and autonomy. In the second category,
minorities do not seek to exit the state but there is conflict with
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the state as the minorities demand regional autonomy or greater
rights (civil, political, economic and cultural). By raising their
‘voices’, the indigenous peoples seek to protect their lands,
resources and culture from encroachments by outsiders. Also,
minority voices exert pressure to promote their interests within
existing political systems. The third category consists of conflicts
from communal rivalries between ethnic groups within the state
as they compete for access to, and control of, political power,
economic opportunities, territory and scarce resources. Such
ethnic tensions between groups are often intensified if the
government favours one group over the others, where the former
is connected to an elite or pro-government group. In the fourth
category, violence occurs when the government and dominant
groups seek to forcibly conquer, annihilate, assimilate or remove
other ethnic minorities (e.g. the ‘ethnic cleansing’ campaign in
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Rwandan genocide in 1994). In
the fifth category, religious fundamentalism is the source of
conflict. An example is Islamic fundamentalism, which is usually
anti-Western and poses a threat not only to the region
immediately affected but also to broader international security.

Historically, communal or ethnic conflicts are not new.
Since the end of the Cold War, however, ethnopolitical conflicts in
developing countries have increased in frequency, intensity and
duration. As of mid-January 2003, according to Peace and Conflict
2003 (the second edition in the Integrated Network for Societal
Conflict Research programme’s biennial global report series),22 of
the twenty-seven major armed conflicts listed worldwide as having
been suspended since 1995, four were in Asia (only two in East
Asia): Cambodia’s political war in 1998, the Bangladesh
Government’s ethnic war between Chittagong Hill Tribes and
Bengali immigrants in 1997 and the ethnic and civil conflict
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between the Tamils and the Sinhalese-dominated government
force in Sri Lanka in 2002. As mentioned above, the escalation of
communal or ethnic conflicts in developing countries is rapidly
becoming a main source of humanitarian crises such as genocide
and massive refugee flows. These violent conflicts have perhaps
caused even more human suffering than the former ideological
conflicts. The number of the forced displaced who fled ethnic
violence and related repression (e.g. refugees and internally
displaced people) has also risen during the 1990s (Gurr, 1993). 

Poverty and economic inequity

Poverty is another major cause of human insecurity;
sustainable progress in poverty eradication is vital to improve
access to food and the quality of life. Worldwide, some 1.3 billion
people (one-fifth of the world population) live on the equivalent
of less than one US dollar per day (World Bank, 1998). The
majority of these people are desperately poor and chronically
hungry. Given the enormous and still increasing economic
inequality between rich and poor, it would not cost the world
much to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. These 1.3 billion
people who subsist below the World Bank’s extreme poverty line
need only US$40 billion a year on average to reach that line. To
put this into context, the 891 million people living in
industrialized countries enjoyed a combined gross national product
(GNP) of US$23 trillion (Pogge, 2001). In the United Nations
report Road Map towards the Implementation of the United Nations
Millennium Declaration, Kofi Annan declared a plan to halve by
2015 the proportion of people who live on less than one dollar a
day and suffer from hunger.23 Still, only US$4.3 trillion a year
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(0.02 per cent of the developed countries’ combined GNPs or less
than US$5 annually from each of their citizens) are contributed to
the poor and malnourished persons abroad (Pogge, 2001).
Official Development Assistance for agriculture declined
significantly in the 1990s (FAO, 2002). Although economic
growth and poverty reduction are chiefly dependent on domestic
policies, as evidenced in China and the Republic of Korea,
assistance from richer countries is essential for the development of
poorer countries. Unless overseas aid is given it is most difficult, if
not impossible, for poor countries to prevent disease, increase
energy efficiency and enhance agricultural productivity. 

In China alone more than 200 million people live in
absolute poverty on less than one dollar a day (Asia Pacific
Bulletin, 2002). At the same time, China’s economic development
has been astonishing during the last decade, indicating that
distribution has not been top of the agenda during this period.
The poor not only continue to become relatively poorer, they are
also increasing in number. A major problem is how economic
development sometimes conflicts with important aspects of
human security. In fact, economic growth in East Asia has been
based mainly on the availability of cheap labour, which in many
cases has involved the exploitation of workers. At the same time,
multinational corporations also take advantage of the
comparatively low trade union influence. As economic growth is
not perceived to be directly linked to human security, in many
cases human rights and environmental concerns have been
overlooked or neglected in favour of achieving economic growth. 

It is encouraging to note that a number of East Asian
countries have started to deal with the issue of how to eradicate
poverty and related problems. An international forum has been
established, calling for cooperation and new ideas to reduce poverty.
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At the East Asia Forum on Poverty Reduction, six East Asian
countries (Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Mongolia, Timor-
Leste, Viet Nam) met in December 2002 in Hanoi (Viet Nam), and
concluded that it is vital to start work from a grass-roots level, for
example by increasing the level of education, especially among
women (World Bank, 2001). It was agreed that the empowerment
of women would have a major impact on poverty; hence the
countries aimed to achieve better access to public services and
public office for women. The forum also stressed that economic
growth is another key factor in poverty reduction. Growth in rural
communities needs to be stressed, as these areas are among the most
impoverished yet tend to be relatively neglected. 

Food security

It is quite fascinating that, despite the region’s huge and
growing population, several East Asian countries have achieved
major gains in food security over the past three to four decades
and both the number and percentage of undernourished people
in the region have fallen considerably. Such noticeable progress is
largely attributable to the region’s strong economic growth and
increasing agricultural output, which have exceeded the rate of
population growth. This progress has also been complemented
by public investment in nutrition and education and the
successful transition to democracy in many parts of East Asia,
especially in North-East Asia. China’s performance is the most
remarkable as it achieved unprecedented economic and
agricultural growth in the 1990s and substantially reduced its
number of undernourished citizens (FAO, 2001). 

Despite the region’s good performance, the extent of food
insecurity remains severe in several parts of East Asia. Thus, the
region is not likely to achieve the target of the World Food
Summit or the UN Millennium Development Goal for the
eradication of extreme hunger and to reduce poverty by half by
2015. In fact, the overall progress achieved in increasing food
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availability in East Asia masks contrasting developments in
individual countries. Whereas China, Viet Nam and Thailand are
among the twelve ‘best performers’ that have made stunning
progress from 1990-92 to 1997-99, the PDR Korea and
Mongolia along with eight other countries have been classified by
FAO as ‘worst performers’ (FAO-GIEWS, 2002a). A variety of
natural disasters and/or political factors have contributed to this
dire situation. For example, the PDR Korea was hit hard during
the 1990s by floods, drought and the collapse of its special trading
relationship with China and the former Soviet Union, which has
devastated both the country’s food production and the nutritional
status of the population, as discussed above. Mongolia has
suffered from consecutive harsh winters and severe spring
snowstorms coupled with a fragile agricultural infrastructure. This
caused a further reduction in food crops in 2002 and has seriously
affected the livelihood and food security of nomadic herders
(FAO-GIEWS, 2002b). Timor-Leste, which became an
independent nation in May 2002, is currently in need of food and
other assistance. Large numbers of refugees have been returning
since December 2001 and almost half the country’s total
population of 0.8 million live in poverty and hunger.24

Whereas the severity of hunger is greatest in sub-Saharan
Africa, the number of chronically hungry people is greater in East
and South Asia combined than in any other region (Table 3).
Furthermore, a series of natural calamities during 2001 created
‘hunger hotspots’ in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, the Philippines,
Thailand and Viet Nam in East Asia and India and Nepal in South
Asia, increasing the number of the region’s undernourished people
to over 35 million. (Zeigler, 2002). Food insecurity in Indonesia
and the Philippines has also been exacerbated by internal conflict.
Poor people in upland areas and the flood-prone areas in the Lao
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PDR are chronically undernourished and in need of external
assistance (Zeigler, 2002; Bread for the World, 2002).

The prospect of ensuring sustainable food security in
several Asian countries remains uncertain as at least 90 per cent
of Asia’s population will be dependent on imports for over 20 per
cent of their grain consumption within thirty-five years or so
(Smith, 1998). Given that by 2030 the population in East and
South Asia will have increased by nearly 1 billion to 4.22 billion
(52 per cent of the total world population),25 the number of
undernourished people in Asia will remain high.

Although the struggle to escape from hunger is still a
constant challenge for several East Asian countries, the region in
general has shown considerable achievement in reducing chronic
hunger and the threat of famine. Several success stories in East
Asia indicate that rapid growth in agricultural production and the
provision of safety net programmes (e.g. food subsidies for the
poor) are the key to food security (Rosen and Shapouri, 2001). A
FAO policy report finds that the large improvement in food
security in North-East and South-East Asia has been achieved
through a growth process facilitated by a dynamic rural economy
which stimulates poverty alleviation, coupled with public efforts
to stabilize food prices (FAO-GIEWS, 2002a). This process
would not have been possible for East Asian states without
government intervention to promote food security. Yet the East
Asian lesson may not be applicable to other regions, particularly
where basic foodstuffs are traded on world markets, real estate is
highly skewed, or there is limited or no access to technologies to
improve agricultural productivity. The East Asian case also
indicates that free trade in staple food grains limits the capacity of
governments to intervene to enhance food security, whereas in
other regions free trade could be apt for goods and services and a
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fast and efficient way of ensuring food security (Timmer, 1997).
Whether or not the East Asian experience serves as an example for
regions that have not done so well in achieving food security, it
draws attention to the importance of agricultural investment to
increase the productivity and income of the poor, complemented
by targeted food safety programmes (Rosen and Shapouri, 2001). 

Taking into account all the threats to human security, they are
widespread in East Asia. Table 4 lists the human security factors
described above in order to shed light on what problems underlie
human insecurities in individual countries in the region. 
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Table 3: Projected trends in undernourishment
in developing countrie and countries in transition

1996-98 2015 2030
Population (millions) Population (millions) Population (millions)

(% of population) (% of population) (% of population)

Sub-Saharan 185.9 184 165
Africa (34%) (22%) (15%)

Near East/ 35.9 38 35
North Africa (10%) (8%) (6%)

Latin America 54.9 45 32
and the Caribbean (11%) (7%) (5%)

China and India 347.7 195 98
(16%) (7%) (3%)

Other Asia 167.5 114 79
(19%) (10%) (5%)

Asia total 515.2 309 177

Developing 791.9 576 409
countries

World Total (18%) (10%) (6%)



Table 4: The state of human security in East Asia

a. Population estimate 2001.
b. Population estimates include Taiwan (China).
c. AIDS report published in 1998.
d. AIDS report published in 1995.
e. AIDS report published in 1999.
f. Deaths from AIDS in 2001.
g. HIV prevalence rate in 2001.

h. Carbon dioxide emissions in 1995.
i. Carbon dioxide emissions in 1999.
j. Population under national poverty line estimate 1998.
k. Population under national poverty line estimate 1997.
l. Female illiteracy rates 1998.
m. data based on the international Standard
Classification of Occupations as defined in ILO 2002.
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V

East Asian responses to human security issues

There has been broad public official acknowledgement in
East Asia that the serious nature of the transnational human
security threats plaguing the region, such as economic recession,
environmental degradation, demographic pressures due to high
birth rates and migration, drug and human trafficking, and other
human rights failures, demand collective commitment and action
from governments. The recent Asian financial crisis, in particular,
has provided a strong impetus for East Asians to enhance regional
peace, development and prosperity. As a result, East Asian
countries have recently engaged in regional dialogues at both
governmental and non-governmental levels in order to promote
and institutionalize regional cooperation.

These dialogues have developed among various actors. For
example, those multilateral mechanisms that belong to the Track
One (official inter-state) approach include such inter-
governmental organizations as ASEAN, ASEAN+3, ARF and
APEC. ASEAN, one of the first products of cooperation in the
region, was established in 1967 to recognize and respect South-
East Asia as a zone of peace, freedom and neutrality, as well as to
defend itself from the interference of outside powers. ASEAN+3
was formed in 1997, when the heads of state of China, Japan and
the Republic of Korea were invited to ASEAN’s Second Informal
Summit in Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia) complying with the request
by the leaders of ASEAN member states for increased
cooperation with North-East Asia. The ARF was established to
promote discussion on comprehensive security issues that focus
on confidence-building measures and preventive diplomacy,
while APEC, which describes itself on its website as ‘a novel
experiment in regionalism with global objectives’, was formed in
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1989 to promote economic cooperation among the economies of
the Asia-Pacific in response to the growing economic
interdependence in the area.

Other important multilateral mechanisms are those that
belong to the Track Two process that involves ‘methods of
diplomacy that are outside the formal governmental system’
(Diamond and McDonald, 1996, pp. 1-2), which have been
adopted by less traditional representatives that participate in
academic and semi-official forums devoted to policy discussions
and research. As one such process, CSCAP deals with security issues
pertinent to the Asia-Pacific region and facilitates confidence-
building in order to promote dialogue and security (both traditional
and non-traditional) cooperation by producing and exchanging
information with other institutions. Also, the East Asia Vision
Group (EAVG), a two-year project that was in operation between
1999 and 2001, envisioned East Asia as a region of nations
continuously evolving to a bona fide regional community of peace,
prosperity and progress. EAVG members, composed of two
eminent (non-governmental) representatives from each member
country of ASEAN+3, submitted their vision report to the
ASEAN+3 summit held in Brunei Darussalam in November 2001,
which emphasized the necessity of regional cooperation in all
aspects of society that include the economic, political, security,
environmental, social, cultural and educational domains.26

The third multilateral mechanisms for dialogue belong to
the Track Three approach, which involves NGOs representing
grass-root interests that deal with environmental protection, arms
control, poverty eradication and the promotion of human rights.
These Track Three mechanisms can both work as national or
transnational organizations and participate in both Track One
and Track Two activities. South Korean and Taiwanese
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environmentalists, Japanese anti-nuclear and women’s groups,
Thai and Filipino civil society groups, and Chinese farmers’
associations are some examples of Track Three activities (Capie
and Evans, 2002).

1 Country overviews

The promotion of human security at state level has shown
progress with its own set of limitations. The citizens of Brunei
Darussalam, for example, have seemed content with their
government, which has minimized its interference in their
private affairs while the country has enjoyed continuing
economic prosperity brought about by high oil sales. The
government has also exerted itself to improve the living
conditions of its citizens through its National Development Plan,
now in its 7th series. Consequently, particular progress has been
made in the sectors of communications, education, health and
housing (Brunei, n.d.). Yet the absence of general elections
remains a flaw, thus preventing the citizens of Brunei from fully
achieving their political rights. This matter was not considered as
a human security issue until the economic recession of the late
1990s. Efforts have been made by NGOs such as Amnesty
International as regards these possible threats to human security
by reporting on the current situation in Brunei to the
international public. Although the claim that the pursuit for
efficiency in government affairs might be legitimate per se in
order to free its citizens from the small technicalities of
governance, it is important for the Brunei Government to
recognize these potential threats as endangering the personal
security of its citizens and adopt appropriate measures.

The unfortunate legacy of constant war and invasion in
Cambodia has made it difficult to establish a stable government
and judicial system. The country’s human security situation has
been greatly undermined through vigilante killings by civilians,
who choose to take the law into their own hands, and the

87



government’s failure to adopt appropriate measures and
retributions for these acts (U.S. Department of State, 2003a).
Critics also point out that the government has made minimal
progress in eradicating poverty and corruption, strengthening
land rights, and establishing a tribunal to try Khmer Rouge
leaders on charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and war
crimes. Despite efforts by the judicial system to settle these
problems, it has rather fostered mistrust in its citizens by failing
to confront the pervasive problem of human trafficking,
especially that of under-age girls. However, the government has
taken up the fight against human trafficking and has ratified the
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child
on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography,
as well as the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict.
Also, some 200 NGOs in Cambodia are reported to specifically
work with children (Save the Children Norway, 2001).

China currently faces many challenges to human security.
Notwithstanding its impressive economic performance over the
past decade, China is home to more than 200 million people who
live on less than one dollar a day. However, it is encouraging to
note that for the past few decades the Chinese authorities have
shown an increasing willingness to pursue more policies that
resemble those of a ‘Western-style democracy’. This is probably
due to the fact that China has been subject to increased
international pressure regarding the transparency of its legal
system and executive branch after its admission into the World
Trade Organization. There have been efforts to solve the problem
of reporting distorted figures when it comes to health issues such
as the prevalence rates of HIV/AIDS or SARS. A large number of
officials were recently dismissed because they had distorted SARS
prevalence figures. Furthermore, China has ratified the 1998
International Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist
Bombings in an effort to join the international community in the
‘war against terrorism’. China is also increasingly resorting to
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non-governmental and non-military means in order to promote
people’s safety, particularly in the war against HIV/AIDS, SARS
and other epidemics, drugs, crime, child abuse and
environmental problems (Chu, 2002).

The current issues faced by the Indonesian Government
not only include poverty, but also the problems that have ensued
from its four-decade history of authoritarianism that has left a
trail of charges relating to cronyism, corruption and human
rights violations practised by the military and police. Opinion on
the peaceful transition towards a government abiding by
democratic norms seems to be in contrast with the hard-line
governmental approach to the continuous surge of pro-
independence sentiment and activities of minority groups in
Indonesia. However, projects for governance reform such as those
relating to the strengthening of parliamentary institutions,
electoral and judicial reform, police reform, the prevention of
corruption, and the increased participation of civil society has
been supported by the ‘Partnership for Governance Reform in
Indonesia’ programme launched by UNDP in October 2000, in
cooperation with the Indonesian Government, the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) and donor countries that include
Japan, the Netherlands and Scandinavian countries (Japan,
2002).

Despite the fact that Japan has been commonly considered
as a ‘free’ country in the international community, it has been
criticized by its East Asian neighbours for not yet fully
reconciling for atrocities committed during the Second World
War under policies of colonial expansion in East Asia. This has in
effect damaged Japan’s international credibility as well as
diminished domestic reliance on the judiciary system. Inter alia,
the Japanese Government has also been prosecuted for being
involved in widespread institutionalized forced prostitution
before and during the Second World War, when so-called
‘comfort women’ from China, Korea and other Japanese colonies
were enslaved, abused, tortured and sexually abused.
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Responsibility for these atrocities is still overlooked by the
Japanese Government despite significant evidence from the
victims and eyewitnesses who are still alive. A similar trend still
exists in contemporary Japan, where women mainly from the
poorer South-East Asian region are deceived into believing that
they are migrating to Japan in order to take service industry jobs,
such as waitressing, and who end up selling their bodies for a
living. Still, the Japanese Government and the public have been
steadily working to promote human security and to
accommodate human rights in both their judiciary and social
systems. Japan is also known to be at the vanguard of promoting
human security in the international arena.

The People’s Democratic Republic of Korea has been faced
with a food crisis inside, and a refugee crisis outside, its borders.
Although unprecedented flooding and drought in recent years
have exacerbated the food shortage, the government’s inefficient
planned economy with its rationing system that has prioritized
the military has been largely responsible for the North Korean
food shortage. Despite the provisions of international aid relief,
efforts to aid the North Koreans have been in vain due to
suspicions that substantial parts of relief aid have been diverted
by government elites and to political calculations by donor states.
In the face of an economic and food crisis, a series of significant
economic reforms have been made within the country by the
Kim Jong-il regime during the past year, represented by the
decision to abandon the food rationing system which was
replaced by a trial socialist market economy. Also, the city of
Shinuiju on the Yalu River across from Dandong (China), was
declared a Special Administrative Region (SAR) equipped with
legislative, judicial and administrative independence in order to
induce foreign investment. However, such reforms have not been
implemented as smoothly as planned. For example, the SAR
project has faced many difficulties, especially since Chinese-born
tycoon Yang Bin was placed under house arrest for tax evasion by
Chinese officials shortly after his appointment as governor to the
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region. It also remains uncertain whether the PDR Korea will be
able to receive enough much-needed financial resources, be it
through international aid organizations, donor nations or foreign
investors, in implementing its economic reforms, especially since
the re-emergence of the nuclear issue in 2002.

The Republic of Korea has shown remarkable
development in its economy for the past three decades, with per
capita income rising to about twenty times the level of the PDR
Korea, while successfully achieving democratization in the late
1980s. While the Republic of Korea remains in a fifty-year Cold
War confrontational posture with its northern counterpart, the
post-Cold War era has also led it to seek a broader concept of
security that focuses on three different sets of concerns:
traditional military threats, non-traditional security issues and
humanitarian matters. In the Korean context, all three are closely
interrelated, although the traditional, military issue continues to
be of utmost importance. The Republic of Korea has also made
an effort to improve its human rights record in various areas of
society. However, obstacles still exist to a fair and just judiciary
system, as proved by the National Security Law, which allows the
government to arrest people for non-violent political dissonance
on the dubious ground of having the knowledge that they might
endanger the existence or security of the state or the basic order
of free democracy, for having praised, encouraged,
propagandized or sided with the activities of an anti-state
organization. It should also be mentioned that the Republic of
Korea is one of the states involved in the trafficking of women for
prostitution.

In the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, the tightly
controlled political and judicial system has been continually
challenged by rebels, especially from the Hmong (Buddhist)
ethnic minority, which has been restrained by government armed
forces. Also, civilians have little or no access to a judicial system
that can protect their rights during times of crisis such as political
unrest (Freedom House, 2003). The country is also the world’s
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third-largest illicit opium producer, as well as a potential
producer of heroin and an illicit producer of cannabis. Owing to
government policies aiming at decentralization and the
privatization of government capital, the country has seen high
economic growth (growth rates averaged 7 per cent between
1988 and 2001 except during the period of the Asian financial
crisis). However, the country still lacks economic infrastructure
such as railroads, road systems, telecommunications and
electricity supply. Therefore, it is crucial to tackle such issues as
poverty, environmental deterioration and other threats to human
security (Acharya, 2003). The admission of the Lao PDR into
ASEAN in 1997 has however been an important beginning in
addressing such human security issues, especially because the
country’s membership has eased foreign investment laws,
resulting in further economic development (CIA, 2002a).

Malaysia has been a focal point in the debate on the idea
of ‘Asian values’ as Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, together
with Prime Ministers Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong of
Singapore, are among the forerunners in expressing the strong
determination for Asian solidarity against the West. This idea,
which has been acquiring many supporters from China, Japan,
the Republic of Korea and Thailand, is arguably said to be ‘less
supportive of freedom and more concerned with order and
discipline’, whereas ‘the claims of human rights in the areas of
political and civil liberties, therefore, are less relevant and less
appropriate in Asia than in the West’ (Sen, 1997). This is on
account of the fact that whereas Western human rights concepts
place greater emphasis on the rights of individuals, the Asian
concept of human rights emphasizes the importance of
community rights over those of the individual, who is viewed as
an integral part of the community. Within Malaysia, growing
discontent with the leading party, which will hold power until
2004, stems from concerns over the judiciary’s questionable
independence when it comes to political cases. The government
is thus suspected of having illicit control over the courts. Strong
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opposition towards domestic law can be observed because most
of these laws could be used by the government as a means to
repress any political opposition. In addition, the country is a
transit point for illicit drugs, despite government efforts to
prosecute drug trafficking. Still, it is significant that the
Malaysian Government has made the important decision of
establishing a National Commission on Human Rights
(Sukaham) in order to promote and protect the human rights of
Malaysian citizens. For this, the Commission on Human Rights
of Malaysia Act was published in 1999 and came into force in
April 2000 (Malaysia, 1999).

Traditionally, Mongolia has suffered from a limited supply
of natural fresh water. Although at the Rio Earth Summit in
1992 the Mongolian Government pledged to designate up to 30
per cent of the country’s land area for protection (Mongolia,
2002), the policies of the former communist government, which
had promoted rapid urbanization and industrial growth, have
rather aggravated the conditions of air pollution, deforestation,
overgrazing and soil erosion. Desertification and mining
activities have also had a deleterious effect on the environment
(CIA, 2002b). Such environmental problems are not only a
major cause of poverty but also lead to serious health problems
that can ultimately threaten the survival of the people. For
example, an NGO forum held in November 2002 attracted
hundreds of participants, including farmers who could be
adversely affected if existing land privatization provisions were
implemented (Tsedevdamba, 2002). On a positive note, a
number of national, foreign and international human rights
groups are currently operating without government restrictions
in order to improve the human rights conditions in the country.
These investigations, which are published, can usually foster
support from government officials, especially if they focus on
priorities in social welfare policies.

Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, was once one of the
wealthiest countries in South-East Asia, with its rich stores of
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natural resources and flourishing economy. However, an
economic crisis along with growing discord among the country’s
diverse ethnic groups has led to the destabilization of its once
prosperous economy. In 1964, the elected government was
toppled by the military junta that has solidified its control in the
country ever since. The repression of minority groups, forced
labour, the inhumane treatment of political prisoners and
discrimination have laid the groundwork for resentment against
the junta. A large number of people from minority groups have
tried to flee the country as a result, mainly by seeking asylum in
Thailand. However, the Thai authorities are reluctant to permit
Myanmar refugees to stay for fear of antagonizing the junta. In
the midst of increasing opposition by minority groups, rebel
armies demanding emancipation and free elections have formed
along mainly ethnic lines. Nevertheless, their struggle seems
more Sisyphean rather than anticipated to reap any results at a
time when the junta is enjoying absolute control over the
country. Yet, according to Amnesty International, the State Peace
and Development Council (SPDC) has taken a number of
positive steps in the last three years to improve the human rights
situation. These include giving permission to the International
Labour Organization to work in Myanmar with the SPDC in
order to eliminate the forced labour of citizens imposed by the
military. Amnesty International has also noted an improvement
in prison conditions during this period, which give prisoners the
right to have visitors and access to reading materials (Amnesty
International, 2003). In addition, international NGOs such as
the International Crisis Group, Save the Children (USA), the
Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, and Human
Rights Watch Asia, are playing an active role in Myanmar by
engaging with the junta in order to help address the
humanitarian needs of the country (Unocal, 2002).

After the twenty-one-year rule of Ferdinand Marcos was
ended by ‘people power’ in 1986, there have been two electoral
presidential transitions in the Philippines. In January 2001, Gloria

94



Macapagal-Arroyo took over from former President Joseph Estrada
as the latter judged that he was unable to govern in the wave of
mass resignations from his administration. The government still
continues to be plagued by civil unrest, which is largely brought
about by ongoing Muslim insurgencies in the south and
opposition towards the government regarding its insufficient
response to the basic needs of its citizens. In recent years, the basic
needs and welfare of Philippine citizens have been further
aggravated by the country’s adverse economic and environmental
conditions. In 1998, the country was hard hit by the Asian
financial crisis and poor weather conditions. Also, unfavourable
environmental conditions subjected the country to between five or
six cyclonic storms per year, landslides, active volcanoes,
destructive earthquakes and tsunamis. In addition, environmental
degradation arising from deforestation, soil erosion, air and water
pollution, and the increasing pollution of coastal mangrove
swamps is also problematic (CIA, 2002c). Yet it is encouraging to
note that the government has attempted to carry out reforms to
boost economic development up to the pace of the newly
industrialized countries of East Asia. Concerning environmental
protection, the Philippines Agenda 21 Progress Report is produced by
the Philippine Council for Sustainable Development, while the
Philippine Environmental NGO Network provides current
information about environmental NGOs and their initiatives in
promoting sustainable development in the country.27

Singapore has developed into one of the world’s most
economically advanced countries. Lee Kuan Yew, the former
prime minister of Singapore and a great advocate of Asian values,
has justified authoritarianism in view of its ‘effectiveness’ in
facilitating economic accomplishment. During the late 1990s,
Singapore was devastated by one of its worst economic downturns
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in history. This was because economic recessions elsewhere had
hurt the country’s trading partners, which in turn brought about
a decrease in exports. Singapore was not just adversely affected by
a major fall in export revenues, but also by an increase in
unemployment and poverty. Against this backdrop, the ruling
People’s Action Party (PAP) managed to retain power in the
elections of 2001. The PAP succeeded by containing the
opposition by various nefarious means, particularly by using its
influence over the press in portraying its political opponents in an
unfavourable light. Although Singapore is somewhat notorious in
the West for its draconian laws and harsh punishments (as
observed in Table 5, the country has signed or ratified only a few
treaties relating to human security issues), most Singaporeans do
not seem to mind the restrictions that they are subject to because
they seem to consider such restrictions as a ‘trade-off ’ for
economic development, social stability, and personal safety. . The
PAP makes continual efforts to remind its citizens of the
government’s role in making Singapore the successful, prosperous
country that it is today. The government’s restrictions of Internet
use and other media, which are considered to be threatening to
‘national harmony’, is also facilitated because people attributes
economic success to government merit.

The Thai economy enjoyed the world’s highest economic
growth rate (averaging 9 per cent annually) between 1985 and
1995, but in 1997 gave the first spark to the Asian financial crisis
through the instability of the baht brought about by increased
speculative pressure, which uncovered the demerits of the
financial sector. The country’s economy entered a recovery stage
in 1999, largely made possible by strong exports. But the financial
sector and the pace of corporate debt restructuring are still a
problem in the country’s sound economic development (CIA,
2002d). The HIV/AIDS epidemic is also a great human security
challenge for Thailand. The government has organized a national
programme, supervised at the highest levels, to counter the
epidemic. Together with the Joint United Nations Programme on
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HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the United Nations Commissioner on
Human Rights (UNCHR), and the main UN legislative body
working to protect human rights, the Thai Government has also
actively advocated several aspects of HIV/AIDS and human rights
such as granting broader rights to prevention, care, impact
mitigation and access to HIV/AIDS treatment as a fundamental
element in the realization of the right to a healthy life (UNAIDS,
n.d.). Also, Thailand’s Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has
declared war on drugs in order to curb the proliferation of
unwanted and illicit operations in the country that include illegal
gambling, money laundering, trafficking in drugs, weapons and
persons, and the widespread prostitution of minors. Since
February 2003, when the ‘war-campaign’ was initiated by
Shinawatra, at least 600 alleged drug-dealers have reportedly been
murdered, and the numbers are increasing (Economist, 2003b).
Shinawatra has also initiated a range of reforms to provide cheap
health-care for the rural and urban poor, who lack insurance, as
well as soft loans to rural enterprises.

After many years of prolonged war, Viet Nam was reunited
in 1975 as the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam. For the first ten
years following its reunification, Viet Nam had been faced with
the innumerable social and environmental consequences of the
war, such as the massive refugee problem, the genocidal Pol Pot
government in Cambodia, the economic embargo by the United
States and Western countries, and continual natural disasters. In
the early 1980s, Viet Nam went through its worst-ever economic
crisis, and the inflation rate in 1986 rose to a record 774.7 per
cent (Viet Nam, n.d.). Since 1986, the government launched the
Doi Moi or ‘all-round renovation process’, granting first priority
to economic reform in order to create a multisector economy
regulated by the government. The average economic growth rate
reached 8 per cent during the period between 1991 and 1998, but
was negatively affected by the Asian economic crisis and natural
calamities. However, Viet Nam’s economic performance is now in
recovery. The government has also made progress in the fields of
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education, health care, culture, family planning and public media.
Despite these positive points, the government has maintained
strict control over freedom of expression and other basic rights
since unification. It has also placed tight control over the domestic
media, and most recently over Internet service providers. All
religious groups are required to register and apply for approval
from the state. As of March 2001, at least 100 people were
imprisoned on charges of ‘crime[s] against national security’
(HRW, 2002b). All in all, the Vietnamese Government has shown
marked improvements in some areas, but significant reform is still
needed in the promotion of political and social freedom and the
humane treatment of criminals (Sipress, 2003). As mentioned
above, however, Vietnamese officials were widely applauded for
their collective efficiency in planning to contain SARS.

In conclusion, as seen from the policies of the individual
countries of East Asia, factors that undermine or weaken human
security are not exclusive and thus efforts to improve conditions
in East Asia need to cover social, economic and political
contingencies. Just as economic development engineered by
foreign aid is substantially influenced by the dilemma of what aid
comes first, whether it be humanitarian or developmental, long-
term improvements cannot be made unless simultaneous reforms
are made at all levels of society. Good corporate governance
without political will can only meet a dead end. Similarly, a
government’s authority and longevity cannot go unaffected by a
tumultuous economic situation. Economic insecurity exacerbates
a nation’s political insecurity and, on the contrary, corrupt and
arbitrary governance stifles economic development. Alternatively,
procuring a safe haven for a nation’s political security inevitably
necessitates the security of its economy as these mutually
reinforce each other, thus following the logic of a virtuous cycle.
The failure to address these factors as complementary can only
bring short-term results, if any.
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VI

Conclusions and recommendations 

Human security in the twenty-first century must come to
be defined differently to merely dealing with military threats.
Since the 11 September terrorist attacks when violence, terrorism
and vengeance were aimed at innocent and defenceless civilians,
human security has become a more alarming issue with a
resounding need for new exploration. In East Asia, human
security has become more urgent in the wake of the financial
crisis, where extreme poverty and illegal immigration put the
lives of people at risk. Although the concept of human security is
still unfamiliar in many East Asian countries, it has added a more
specific dimension with regard to threats in the region and has
led countries to seek a broader dimension of security. As
discussed above, the region’s major impediments to human
security include nuclear threats (such as those from the PDR
Korea), environmental degradation with regional spillover effects
(e.g. acid rain and yellow dust, mainly from China), ethnic and
religious conflicts (Indonesia, Myanmar, Philippines), hunger
and famine (Lao PDR, Mongolia, PDR Korea), HIV/AIDS
(China, Thailand), forced migration and forced repatriation of
the displaced (China, DPR Korea), and human trafficking (e.g.
child labour and the sexual exploitation of women throughout
the region). In addition, many Asian countries have been
criticized for violations of human rights through imprisonment,
house arrest or torture. 

Factors that endanger human security exist everywhere,
regardless of the type of government and levels of GNP and
development. But history shows that pluralistic and democratic
regimes of industrialized countries have enjoyed relative success
in ensuring the well-being and protection of their citizens,
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whereas poor people in developing nations under autocratic
governance are among the most severely affected by such
insecurities. This suggests that no matter what factors are
responsible for the promotion of people’s security, the state plays
a crucial role in either reducing or exacerbating the underlying
causes of threats to human security and threats per se. Strong
political commitment to exercise democratic governance is thus a
prerequisite to protecting people’s security within a state. In
recent years, individual countries have been making efforts to
determine their positions and strategies on dealing with the
various issues of human security. These efforts are not only drawn
from their acknowledgement of the concept itself, but also from
the pragmatic awareness of what such positions would bring to
their diplomatic standing. 

The international community has an obligation to engage
in humanitarian action when a state is unable or unwilling to
provide its citizens with protection. Such international
intervention is encouraged not only on humanitarian grounds,
but also in order to realize far-reaching international security
goals. Today, more and more states are becoming entwined in the
web of ‘mutual vulnerability’, where the seemingly secure states
of Western democracies have also been increasingly vulnerable to
the events taking place in unstable and underdeveloped Third
World states (Nef, 1999). For example, communal battles fought
mainly in developing countries have international spillover
effects that have produced massive refugee flows, not only to
neighbouring countries but also to Europe and North America.
Unless collective international action is taken to protect the
security and welfare of the people in vulnerable societies, the
worldwide proliferation of instability is likely to be a matter of
course. In this sense, the above-mentioned problems are not only
a strong manifestation of innumerable human security challenges
facing East Asian countries, but also demonstrate an imperative
for galvanizing regional and international responses.
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Although the issues of human security require multilateral
and multidimensional efforts at national, regional and
international levels, there is tension between different points of
view and ways of realizing human security. We live in a ‘dualistic’
world where the nation-state is still a principal actor in the
international arena, yet universal values are expanding and
interdependence is accelerating at the same time. It is unknown
how much the ethical (‘what is right or wrong’) and normative
(‘what ought to be done’) concepts of human security will change
existing international law and practices that have existed under
the premise of absolute and inviolable national sovereignty. It is
anticipated that international law will at least have the role of
providing an increased leeway to intervene in cases where the
fundamental rights and safety of the individual are at risk. The
adoption of the Ottawa Convention on Anti-Personnel
Landmines (1997), the establishment of the ICC (2002), the
increasing instances of humanitarian intervention in
contemporary conflicts, the strengthening of international
humanitarian laws, and the regulating of small arms and light
weapons are notable cases where the concept of human security
has been applied. 

To conclude, East Asia today is a chequerboard of different
ideas and interpretations of human rights. Some nations are
hampered by economic woes, some by ethnic conflict, and in
many others their own political system is still the culprit, the
effect of which in turn spreads throughout the region, leading to
increasing multinational problems and in many cases a lack of
human security. International cooperation and openness between
the countries of Asia provides some of the best hope for
improvement, but clearly there is a long way to go before the
citizens of these countries can universally enjoy access to the
benefits of human security.



1 Major recommendations for action 

In view of what has been discussed regarding the concepts
and issues of East Asian human security, the following are some
recommendations for implementation.

Setting a common regional agenda. Different priorities in
each East Asian state on human security concerns should be
respected. Yet, in order to advance human security in the region, it is
important to develop a common agenda, obtain mutual agreement
between nations, and proceed with specific implementation plans
and strategies. Common policies and strategies should be drawn up
around issues such as poverty reduction, productive employment,
human rights protection, providing economic and social
opportunities, investing in human resources, and securing natural
resources for sustainable development.

Ensuring good governance. Considering that corrupt and
‘poor’ governance is a major source of human insecurities in
countries in the region, fundamental principles and certain standards
of behaviour should be identified and adhered to. 

Adopting comprehensive approaches. Although non-
traditional security issues have been treated individually in formal
and informal multilateral meetings, they have not been treated as
a group from the viewpoint of human security. Because all the
issues of human security are interrelated, a comprehensive and
holistic approach must be adopted rather than an individual one.
To facilitate this, as mentioned below, an intellectual and policy
network of human security specialists should be developed.

Institutionalizing multilateral cooperation. In order for
more countries in the East Asian region to show greater interest, a
type of epistemic community like an ‘East Asian human security
forum’ composed of human security specialists could be
institutionalized. This community could contribute to furthering
multilateral cooperation concerning human security in the region
by selecting norms or guidelines in promoting human security and
by discussing specific reaction plans. If this were to happen and the
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East Asian region was able to make a common proposal towards the
international community based on research, it would provide a very
effective example of human security diplomacy. Human security
cooperation at the bilateral level is also needed to play the role of a
catalyst in promoting cooperation at the multilateral level.

Reconsidering non-interference. In crisis situations,
building cooperative security arrangements even at the cost of
interference in domestic affairs should be seriously considered as a
necessary response. Cross-border threats such as refugee issues, drug
trafficking and terrorism render a strict adherence to non-
interference rather problematic. There is a need to rethink
interference as a matter of practical necessity without which
regional institutions cannot remain relevant and address real-world
changes and challenges facing human security, instead of perceiving
them as abstract moral concerns relating to human rights.

Promoting education. Education is the most fundamental
factor in promoting human security. Education reinforces all the
methods and strategies for improving socio-economic conditions
and brings more and better possibilities to improving human
rights and security. Education not only results in political and
economic empowerment but it directly correlates with better
quality of life. Women’s education, in particular, is very important
in improving the human rights and security situation as women
form the group that most frequently suffers from stifling of those
rights.28 Also, a major programme of public diplomacy should be
launched to enlist full support and cooperation from the public
and private sector to ensure the success of policies and measures
to prevent and combat all forms of human insecurity in East Asia. 

Empowering civil society. NGOs have contributed
enormously to promoting human rights and have had much
influence on international efforts that aspire to provide universal
ethical protection, including addressing human security concerns. It
is the active participation of NGOs that promotes the core values of
human security and emphasizes human rights, environmental
sustainability, poverty alleviation and social safety nets. Thus the
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creation of a network of Asian NGOs in the area of human security
should ensure both global participation and the participation of
civil society. Empowering civil society institutions and increasing
public participation will lead these two groups to administer greater
influence on the human and social agenda. Priority is usually given
to state or national security in crisis situations with the expectation
that improving the conditions for national security will lead to
human security later. It may be possible for NGOs to change a
government outlook from that of protecting national interests to
human security interests. By helping societies to cope with crisis and
strengthening local communities, they help to improve the human
security situation and further encourage a more open political
system and greater popular participation in decision-making. 

On a final note, the countries and peoples of East Asia face a vast
range of cultural, political and economic situations while having fewer
region-wide multilateral institutions than other regions, resulting in
difficulties in generating a cohesive regional identity essential to
coordinating responsibilities. Furthermore, individual states in East Asia
tend to be more concerned with domestic problems and opportunities
instead of finding a coordinated inter-state solution. This tendency not
only makes East Asian cooperation difficult, but also causes the lack of
a collective response to common threats faced by the region. In their
interactions with countries outside the region, the events of
11 September in particular have presented East Asia with an
opportunity to clarify their relationships with both the dominant world
power and each other where security issues are concerned. However,
there are still many impediments to cooperation arising from historical
and contemporary political animosities, and the former reliance on
patron states such as the United States for security needs makes
cooperation between Asian states more difficult. By promoting and
implementing multinational collaboration, East Asia can better define
its policies strategically, rather than in an ad hoc way, and consequently
achieve the common benefits promised by human security.
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Final Recommendations

First International Meeting of Directors
of Peace Research and Training Institutions

on the theme

What Agenda for Human Security
in the Twenty-first Century?*

1. Human security can be considered today as a paradigm
in the making, for ensuring both a better knowledge of the rapidly
evolving large-scale risks and threats that can have a major impact
on individuals and populations, and a strengthened mobilization
of the wide array of actors actually involved in participative
policy formulation in the various fields it encompasses today.

As such, it is an adequate framework for: 
• accelerating the transition from past restrictive notions of

security, tending to identify it solely with defence issues, to a much
more comprehensive multidimensional concept of security, based
on the respect for all human rights and democratic principles; 

• contributing to sustainable development and especially
to the eradication of extreme poverty, which is a denial of all
human rights; 

• reinforcing the prevention at the root of the different
forms of violence, discrimination, conflict and internal strife that
are taking a heavy toll on mainly civilian populations in all
regions of the world without exception;

* UNESCO, Paris, 27-28 November 2000
www.unesco.org/securipax/whatagenda.pdf
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• providing a unifying theme for multilateral action to the
benefit of the populations most affected by partial and
interrelated insecurities. The importance should be underlined of
the multilateral initiatives taken in this respect by Canada and
Japan as well as by other countries. 

2. The ongoing globalization process offers new opportunities
for the strengthening of large coalitions working to further human
security, at the multilateral and national levels, and in particular at local
level involving all actors of society. This in turn requires a much
stronger participation of peace research and training institutions,
institutes for security studies, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and other bodies dedicated to the promotion of peace and
human security, with a view to enhancing the involvement of civil
society in all aspects of policy formulation and implementation of
actions aimed at enhancing human security at the local, national,
regional and international levels.

3. The promotion of human security today therefore
requires an enhanced exchange of best experiences, practices and
initiatives in the fields of research, training, mobilization and
policy formulation, in which UNESCO can play a major role as
a facilitator, forum and amplifier of proactive human security
initiatives, in particular in the framework of the UNESCO
SecuriPax Forum website launched in September 2000 for that
purpose (http://www.unesco.org/securipax).

4. The strengthening of the action of the United Nations and,
in particular, of UNESCO in favour of human security is essential
today, taking into account the objectives set out in the UN
Millennium Summit Declaration and Programme of Action on a
Culture of Peace, and the Declaration and Plan for an
International Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence
for the Children of the World (2001-2010), proclaimed by the
United Nations General Assembly, as well as on the measures
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being taken to reach internationally agreed development targets,
in particular in the fields of poverty eradication; education for all;
the preservation of the environment and notably of water
resources; and the struggle against AIDS. 

5. The compounded impact of a growing number of threats
to the security of populations requires the establishment of
innovative interdisciplinary approaches geared to the requirements of
inducing participative preventive action, involving all social actors. The
intimate links that should exist between research projects and policy
formulation in the field of prevention must also be stressed from the
outset, taking into account the fact that current research on various
dimensions of security is still largely dissociated from the existing
policy formulation mechanisms, particularly at the national and
subregional levels. On the basis of a common agenda for action, the
peace research and training institutions, institutes for security
studies and the NGOs working in related fields can play an essential
role in creating these links, building bridges between the academic
world and the policy formulation mechanisms, contributing to the
establishment of such mechanisms wherever necessary, identifying
priority fields to be tackled and the populations that merit
particular and urgent attention. 

6. Regional and subregional approaches should be
elaborated for the promotion of human security in order to more
precisely identify the nature, scope and impact of the risks and
threats that can affect populations in the medium and long term.
UNESCO should contribute to the elaboration of these regional
and subregional approaches, in cooperation with national and
regional organizations and institutions and on the basis of the
regional round tables (on Africa, the Arab States, Asia and the
Pacific, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean) held during
the First International Meeting of Directors of Peace Research
and Training Institutions. Urgent attention should be paid to the
reinforcement of the struggle against AIDS, especially in sub-
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Saharan Africa, which is a real threat to peace and security, as
stated by the United Nations Security Council. 

7. Special attention should be paid to the most highly
populated countries, given the fact that in these countries the
interrelationship between population growth, diminishing natural
resources, environmental degradation and the overall impact of
ongoing globalization processes is of great complexity and must
consequently be dealt with, in particular in terms of designing local
approaches focusing on specific population groups. 

8. The development of human resources is a key factor, if not the
most important, for ensuring human security. Basic education for all
and the building of capacities at the national level must therefore be
placed high on the human security agenda. Institutes for peace and
human security can play an important role in national capacity
building in fields such as the setting up of early-warning
mechanisms related to major risks and threats to human security;
and high-level training for the elaboration of regional and
subregional long-term approaches for ensuring human security and
the formulation of preventive action policies.

9. Critical post-conflict issues such as reconciliation processes
and mechanisms and the often harsh impact of sanctions on
populations merit more in-depth analysis in terms of human
security, in the framework of an enhanced respect for
international instruments, in particular of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Concerning reconciliation
processes and mechanisms, due attention should be paid to the
adequate dissemination of best experiences and practices and to
the comparative analysis of these experiences and practices,
especially of the work of the various truth and justice commissions
set up in last two decades in various countries. Concerning the
impact of sanctions on populations, note should be taken of
ongoing initiatives within the United Nations in order to review
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the modalities of the imposition of such sanctions and the action
of UN Specialized Agencies to alleviate their impact on civilian
populations.

10. The impact on human security of migrations and of
movements of populations displaced due to conflict should be
highlighted. Concerning migrations, attention should be paid to
countering practices in host countries that discriminate against
legal immigrants, and in the case of populations displaced due to
conflict, the efforts of the international community should be
reinforced, especially when the displacements take on a semi-
permanent character.

11. Due attention should be paid to countering the
impact of negative paradigms (such as ‘clash of civilizations’,
‘African anarchy’, etc.), based on stereotypes and simplistic
analyses of the interactions between cultures, societies and
civilizations and which aim at fostering new divisions and
fractures at the international and regional levels. The principles
underlying the notions of cultural diversity, cultural pluralism,
tolerance and non-discrimination should be stressed and due
attention should be paid to the follow-up to the Plan of Action
of the World Conference against Racism and Racial
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (Durban,
South Africa, 2001).

12. The role of the state in the promotion of human
security must be addressed on the basis of an exhaustive analysis
of challenges in matters relating to human security, both from
within to ensure sustainable development, and from the rapidly
evolving international processes linked to economic and financial
globalization. States should be encouraged to establish ways of
enlarging their cooperation with civil society, in particular with
those NGOs and institutions that can contribute effectively to
policy formulation and collaborative action in the field.
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Proceedings of the International Conference on “Human Security in East Asia”,
UNESCO-Korean National Commission for UNESCO-Ilmin International Relations
Institute of Korea University, Seoul, Republic of Korea, 2004 
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Proceedings of the Expert Meeting on “Peace, Human Security
and Conflict Prevention in Latin America and the Caribbean”,
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