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Strengthening Regional 
Resilience: Coping with Non-
Traditional Security Challenges
Mely Caballero–Anthony reminds us that regional resilience stands on safeguarding and enhancing 
human security.

Much has changed in Southeast Asia’s security 
environment. Regional security is no longer only 

about managing intra-state relations, territorial disputes 
and competition for material power. Many threats 
confronting states and societies in the region are non-
traditional security (NTS) in nature, which are defined 
as “threats to the survival and well-being of peoples and 
states that arise primarily out of non-military sources, such 
as climate change, resources scarcity, infectious diseases, 
natural disasters, irregular migration, food shortages, 
people smuggling, drug trafficking, and transnational 
crime.” Given their trans-border implications, addressing 
and managing these threats require comprehensive 
approaches, going beyond the political-security to also 
include socio-economic means. 
 
NTS has now become part of ASEAN’s security lexicon. 
Reference to NTS is found in statements of ASEAN leaders 
and ASEAN declarations. Under the ASEAN Political-
Security Blueprint (2009-2015), “ASEAN subscribes to the 
principle of comprehensive security, which goes beyond 
the requirements of traditional security but also takes 
into account non-traditional aspects vital to regional and 
national resilience, such as the economic, socio-cultural, 
and environmental dimensions of development.” 

 
The rise of NTS threats has made ASEAN’s security 
agenda much more extensive and complex, covering human 
security challenges faced by the different communities of  
a highly integrated ASEAN community. These threats 
range from the severe impact of economic inequality,  
lack of access to basic needs like food, healthcare and 
education, threats to societal identity and culture, and 
forced displacement as a result of conflicts, natural 
disasters and degraded environment. The multi-faceted 
and interlocking challenges presented by NTS threats are 
testing the capacity of ASEAN member states to effectively 
deal with them. 
 
How prepared is ASEAN to respond to an increasingly 
complex security environment? Are existing regional 
mechanisms adequate to manage NTS risks and 
challenges facing the region? The most serious ones 
include the growing impact of a changing climate that 
contributed to extreme weather events, leading to natural 
catastrophes like Cyclone Nargis and Typhoon Haiyan 
which displaced more than 6 million people. Handling 
displaced populations due to natural disasters has been 
a difficult terrain for ASEAN to deal with. According 
to the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in 2014, many 
communities are forced to live below the poverty line 
after extreme weather events that cause severe f looding 
and displacement. 
 
Extreme weather also includes debilitating heat waves 
like El Nino that further aggravate water scarcity in many 
parts of the region. Moreover, climate-sensitive diseases 
and infections such as diarrhoeal diseases, malnutrition, 
malaria, and dengue are expected to worsen with climate 
variability. ASEAN has already seen this in the rising 
cases of dengue in parts of the region, and the recent 
outbreaks of vector borne diseases like Zika. The World 
Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that the direct 
damage costs to health from the impact of climate change 
are between US$2-4 billion annually by 2030.
 
ASEAN’s food security also faces grave challenges. 
The Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR) has predicted that food productivity 
in Asia will decrease by as much as 20% due to climate 
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change as the geographical boundaries of agro-ecosystems, 
as well as species composition and performance, will 
change. Moreover, the ADB has estimated that rice yields 
in Southeast Asia will fall to about 50% by 2100 since more 
frequent and intense weather extremes are badly disruptive 
to agriculture, fisheries, and the natural resource base  
of the region. 
 
Closely related to the impact of climate change is the 
chronic problem of transboundary haze pollution, 
exacerbated by forest fires in parts of Indonesia. 
ASEAN has already seen some of the worst impact of 
transboundary haze in 2013 and 2015. The health impact 
of the 2015 haze, for instance, led to more 100,000 people 
in Indonesia falling ill from respiratory problems. The 
economic impact was also quite significant. The World 
Bank estimated that the economic losses to Indonesia 
from the 2015 transboundary haze amounted to US$16 
billion – more than double the sum spent on rebuilding 
Aceh after the 2004 tsunami.
 
Building Resilience
In its Vision 2025, ASEAN aspires to be “a resilient 
community in a peaceful, secure and stable region with 
enhanced capacity to respond effectively and in a timely 
manner to challenges for a common good of ASEAN, in 
accordance with the principle of comprehensive security.” 
Building regional resilience requires a lot from ASEAN 
as a regional body to help its members deal with complex 
NTS threats. To its credit, ASEAN has established a 
number of mechanisms to this effect. Among these are 
the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response (AADMER) and the ASEAN 
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) to 
deal with natural disasters; the ASEAN Agreement 
on Transboundary Haze Pollution to address the haze 
problem; the ASEAN Plus Three Emergency Rice Reserve 
to deal with food security; and numerous ASEAN working 
groups to handle health issues like highly-pathogenic 
influenza pandemics. 
 
One can argue, however, that these regional mechanisms 
bring about rather limited impact, aside from awareness 
raising and knowledge and experience sharing. Regional 
responses are often fragmented and policy coordination 
weak since ASEAN operates as an inter-governmental 
with no overarching body to monitor and enforce 
implementation of agreements. ASEAN’s experience 
with the Transboundary Haze Agreement illustrates the 
challenges of collective action among member states, and 
the difficulties of implementing different regional plans 
of action (POAs) on the environment, health, food and 
other NTS issues. 
 
Nonetheless, the importance of regional approaches 
to shared problems cannot be overstated. ASEAN’s 
commitment to address common challenges as one 
regional community goes a long way in helping its 
member states in building capacity, mobilising and sharing 
resources and expertise, and providing the platform for 
other stakeholders like the business sector, civil society 
organisations and the rest of the international community 

to be engaged in helping the people of ASEAN prepare and 
cope with the multi-faceted NTS problems.  
 
Leadership Matters
While regional efforts are necessary, leadership in 
addressing NTS also matters. It is thus important that 
every ASEAN member state takes up this leadership 
challenge. In fact, each ASEAN member is given the 
opportunity to exercise leadership, especially when they 
take their respective turns to be the ASEAN Chair.  
 
As the Chair of ASEAN, Singapore can once again 
lead the way as it has done so in the past. It was during 
its Chairmanship in 2007 when Singapore highlighted 
the importance of climate change and energy security. 
Through the ASEAN Transboundary Haze Agreement, 
Singapore has provided the technical expertise in helping 
its neighbours identify hot spots, and set the example 
of introducing a national legislation to support regional 
efforts in preventing transboundary haze. Singapore also 
contributes to military-to-military coordination in disaster 
response in the region by establishing the Changi Regional 
HADR Coordination Centre (RHCC).
 
Singapore has introduced the theme of “Resilient and 
Innovative ASEAN” for its 2018 ASEAN Chairmanship, 
highlighting the importance of technology to improve the 
lives and livelihood of the peoples in the region. Singapore 
has launched the ASEAN Smart Cities Network, and 
pushed for deeper regional cooperation on cybersecurity 
to keep up with rapid pace of digitalisation. Indeed, 
Singapore can still do more to help its neighbours deal with 
NTS challenges, building on its advances in technology, 
research and development. For example, Singapore can 
help ASEAN deal with food security and food safety by 
leveraging on its knowledge in high-tech and urban farming, 
and research in food borne diseases like anti-microbial 
resistance (AMR) through whole genome sequencing that 
helps in disease surveillance and response. 
 
With its well established legal system, Singapore can also set 
the example of how security and resilience can be achieved 
through promoting a ‘rules-based’ system and adherence 
to international norms. The latter is particularly salient as 
Singapore hopes to rally ASEAN member states to work 
together in finding a collective approach on how to proceed 
on the Rakhine situation without alienating Myanmar.
 
As ASEAN members come to grips with the multifaceted 
NTS challenges facing the regional and global 
community today, there are critical elements that should 
be in place to ensure a secure and resilient ASEAN. 
Foremost amongst these is the shared determination to 
strengthen ASEAN institutions and deeper cooperation  
underpinned by the understanding that ASEAN’s security 
is a shared responsibility. 
 
Associate Professor Dr. Mely Caballero-Anthony is 
Head of the Centre for Non-Traditional Security Studies at 
the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), 
Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. 
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