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Securing or Securitizing? Human Security in Asia

Non-Traditional Security
Concept, Issues, and Implications on Security Governance

Since the beginning of the new millennium, the international security environment has 
changed dramatically. Although the risks of major armed conflict and interstate wars 
are now on the decline, the world is increasingly confronted with a number of security 
challenges which are non-military in nature.1 Examples of these non-military security 
challenges that threaten the well-being and security of states and societies include cli-
mate change, food and water scarcity, environmental degradation, pandemics, irregular 
movements of people, and transnational crimes such as cybersecurity. These threats are 
proving to be more severe and more likely to inflict more harm to a greater number of 
people than conventional threats of interstate wars and conflicts. As a consequence, the 
security concerns of states have changed, compelling them to find new and innovative 
ways to address these new challenges. These, in turn, have had profound implications 
on the nature of security cooperation among states, as well as global governance.

To security analysts and scholars, these developments have once again brought to the 
fore the debates about re-thinking and re-conceptualizing security. In this regard, let 
me start by raising two points about the evolution of Non-traditional Security (NTS) 
as a concept and as an approach to security. Although reference to the developing 
world revolves mostly around Asia, where the concept of NTS can first be traced, prog-
ress in conceptual research and policy practice related to NTS are now seen in other 
regions of the world.

Non-Traditional Security: New Wine in Old Bottles?

A common trend that has been observed by a number of security scholars is the grow-
ing tendency to highlight and designate any security concern that is non-military in 

1 Human Security Centre, Human Security Report 2005: War and Peace in the 21st Century (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005).



[6] Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs

Policy Forum

nature as a non-traditional security issue.2 In Asia, concerns about environmental deg-
radation, outbreaks of epidemiological diseases, transnational crimes, irregular migra-
tion, climate change, natural disasters, and others have now been classified as non-tra-
ditional security threats that plague the region. The appropriation of the security label 
attached to these concerns and threats has been a significant development. It is sig-
nificant in that “security-framing” is deemed to be an effective way to bring attention 
to these NTS challenges, convey urgency, and command governmental resources to 
address them.

In tracing the evolution of the NTS concept, the experience of developing Southeast 
Asia is instructive in that it shows how an earlier concept of “comprehensive security” 
has morphed into what we now call non-traditional security. In post-colonial Southeast 
Asia, comprehensive security was, for a long time, considered the dominant conceptual 
framework about what security meant for the region. As noted by Asian security schol-
ar Muthiah Alagappa, comprehensive security in ASEAN3 was understood as that 
which “goes beyond (but does not exclude) the military to embrace political, economic 
and socio-cultural dimensions.”4 By also embracing these non-military aspects of secu-
rity, the ASEAN region could thereby achieve regional resilience and regional security. 
While comprehensive security provided a broader conceptualization of security beyond 
military threats, the main security referent was still the state. A comprehensive view 
of security allowed for the stability of regimes and, as consequence, reified the state as 
both the primary unit of analysis as well as the main actor that defines and provides 
security.5

The concept of comprehensive security came under strong criticism—particularly in 
the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis that hit the region in 1997-98. During that 
period, the emphasis on the state as the main security referent was challenged, as those 
affected most deeply by the crisis were vulnerable groups and communities existing 
outside of the state. Since then, many hoping to re-conceptualize security have put 
forth “human security”—and its emphasis on the chronic and complex insecurities af-
fecting individuals and societies—as a possible framework to replace the conventional

2 See, for example, Mely Caballero-Anthony, Ralf Emmers and Amitav Acharya (eds.), Non-Tradition-
al Security in Asia: Dilemmas in Securitisation (London: Ashgate 2006).
3 In this paper, ASEAN is used interchangeably with Southeast Asia. ASEAN groups the 10 states of 
Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, and 
Vietnam.
4 Muthiah Alagappa, Asian Security Practices: Material and Ideational Influences (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998); “Comprehensive Security: Interpretations in ASEAN Countries,” in Asian 
Security Issues Regional and Global, ed. Robert Scalapino, et. al., (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian 
Studies, University of California: 1988).
5 Mely Caballero-Anthony, “Re-visioning Human Security in Southeast Asia,” Asian Perspectives 28 
no. 3 (2004), 155-189.
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state-centric approach.6 Human security, at least in the Southeast Asian context, be-
came an important platform to raise the developing world’s voices on (in)security.

NTS: A Concept, an Approach, a Framework

On the surface, one could suggest that if comprehensive security is the notion of se-
curity expanded to include non-military concerns, then NTS refers to the subset of 
comprehensive security threats that characteristically require non-military (but not 
necessarily non-state) responses to address. And though these threats or challenges 
may be non-military in nature, they can nonetheless lead to conflict or even war (e.g., 
a war over crucial but scarce resources like oil or water). Furthermore, the NTS frame-
work considers both the state and the individual as referents of security—whereas in 
human security the focus is primarily on the individual. In short, proponents of NTS 
aim to broaden and deepen the understanding of security today such that those most at 
risk—non-state actors, organizations, political entities, and human individuals—play a 
greater role in providing or ensuring their own security.7

As a practical approach, NTS is used to assess and analyze security issues from a com-
prehensive, needs and rights-based perspective—rather than from a purely statist or 
military-based understanding. The strict conceptualization of international security in 
terms like “national sovereignty” and “territorial integrity” is no longer considered ca-
pable of resolving the array of immediate challenges facing our world today. The trans-
boundary nature of phenomenon today cannot be denied—consider, for example, the 
Asian financial crisis, which started in Thailand but quickly spread to other economies 
in the region and lead to the plummeting of local currencies and stock prices.8 The 
transnationality of NTS challenges was further illustrated by the outbreak of severe 
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2002 and 2003, when the epidemic was trans-
mitted from Beijing to Hong Kong, and then to Southeast Asia and rest of the world.9 

A more recent incidence of a transboundary NTS issue is the Syrian refugee crisis, 

6 For more on Asian debates on human security see, e.g., Mely Caballero-Anthony, “Re-visioning 
Human Security in Southeast Asia,” William Tow, Ramesh Thakur and In-Taek Hyun (eds), Asia’s 
Emerging Regional Order (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2000); Japan Institute of Inter-
national Affairs, In Quest of Human Security (Tokyo: Japan Institute of International Affairs, 2001); 
Pranee Thiparat (ed), The Quest for Human Security: The Next Phase of ASEAN? (Bangkok: Institute of 
Security and International Studies, 2001). For works on the general topic on human security, see also 
Fen Osler Hampson et al., Madness in the Multitude: Human Security and World Disorder (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002); Jennifer Leaning and Sam Aria, “Human Security: A Framework for 
Assessment in Conflict and Transition,” Harvard Center for Population and Development Studies 
Working Paper 11 no. 3(2001); Severe Laggard, “Human Security: Concept and Operationalization,” 
www.cpdsindia.org/globalhumansecurity/security/operationalisation.htm.
7 For more conceptual discussion on NTS, see Mely Caballero-Anthony (ed.), An Introduction to 
Non-Traditional Security Studies: A Transnational Approach (London: SAGE Publications, 2016).
8 Graeme Cheeseman, “Asian-Pacific Security Discourse in the Wake of the Asian Economic Crisis,” 
The Pacific Review 12 no. 3 (1999), 333-356.
9 Melissa Curley and Nicholas Thomas, “Human Security and Public Health in Southeast Asia: The 
SARS Outbreak,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 58 no.1 (2004), 17-32.
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which has posed well-publicized security and social challenges in Europe.

It is increasingly evident that destabilizing events can now emanate from within the 
state or through non-state actors, not just from other states—as was largely considered 
the case in the past. Today, a nation’s security, international legitimacy, and sovereignty 
rest not only on territorial control, but also on the integrity of its services and its ability 
to fulfill the basic rights of its citizens. One can even argue that NTS issues are in-
creasingly becoming the core concerns for most governments and policy communities 
in Asia, as well as in some other regions.10 Consider, for example, the fact that China’s 
government spends as much, if not more, on domestic security than it does on its de-
fense budget.11

The transboundary nature of the issues makes it difficult for individual countries to 
effectively deal with NTS challenges by themselves, with the capacity of developing 
countries being particularly stretched. Thus, the effective governance of NTS issues 
rests on cooperation and coordination among states as well as between state and non-
state actors. During the Asian financial crisis, Southeast Asian countries were forced to 
turn to the international community for assistance in stabilizing their currencies. Both 
international financial institutions as well as major regional countries like China and 
Japan contributed to slow the deterioration of the economic situation. The damaging 
consequences on regional economies prompted the establishment of various arrange-
ments to strengthen financial security in the region, like the Chiang Mai Initiative.

Similar developments have also been seen in regional health governance. There has 
been, for instance, increased cooperation and coordination on health issues, exem-
plified by the Emerging Infectious Disease Programme of ASEAN+3 in 2004, the 
Surveillance and Investigation of Epidemic Situations in South-East Asia, and the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region Communicable Disease Control Project.12 This trend has 
been witnessed outside of Asia as well when the worst outbreak of Ebola in history 
hit West Africa in 2013 and 2014. The countries worst affected were all developing 
countries with limited resources and expertise. As a consequence, both the response to 
the widespread transmission and the post-epidemic recovery have relied heavily on as-
sistance from international organizations, donor countries, and non-governmental or-
ganizations like Doctors Without Borders. Apart from regional mechanisms, there are 
also platforms to increase dialogue on NTS issues between different regions, like the 
EU-ASEAN Dialogue, the Asia-Europe Meeting, and EU International Development

10 See Mely Caballero-Anthony and Alistair Cook, Non Traditional Security in Asia:  Issues, Challenges 
and Frameworks for Action (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2013).
11 “China to Boost Security Spending as Xi Fights Dissent, Terrorism,” Bloomberg, March 5, 2015, 
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-03-05/china-to-boost-security-spending-as-xi-
fights-dissent-terrorism. 
12 “Regional Mechanisms for Communicable Disease Control in Asia and Europe,” (Singapore: 
Asia-Europe Foundation, 2013), http://www.asef.org/pubs/asef-publications/3131-regional-mecha-
nisms-of-communicable-disease-control-in-asia-and-europe.
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programs.13

People and community-level efforts are essential components to an effective response 
to NTS threats. Given their familiarity with the situation on the ground, local entities 
play a critical role in identifying and assessing the needs and challenges in relief and 
recovery.14 In the wake of the 2015 Nepal earthquake, the international humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief effort demonstrated that insufficient communication and 
coordination between local entities was an obstacle to the recovery effort as relief ma-
terials often did not match local needs. Likewise, amid the outbreak of Ebola in West 
Africa, effective containment of the disease relied heavily on surveillance and educa-
tion campaigns executed at the community level.15 It is therefore important to assess 
NTS issues across different levels of analysis: in geostrategic terms—where states and 
political entities are central—and in human security terms—where the focus is on so-
cieties, communities, and individuals. Lastly, the way in which these two levels interact, 
influence, and reinforce each other on a particular issue—be it water scarcity, pandem-
ics or climate change—allows for a deeper understanding of the issue at hand. More 
importantly, the adopting of such a comprehensive, multi-level perspective demands 
that we develop more extensive and innovative approaches if we are to address these 
multi-faceted challenges.

Scoping NTS

How then does one decide which kinds of issues and threats fall under the NTS um-
brella? There does not exist, after all, a broad consensus on which issues should be 
considered as NTS. As a consequence, NTS issues are often contextually defined. For 
example, what may be NTS issues in one country—like economic security, food secu-
rity, or energy security—could already be part of the traditional concept of security in 
the other. As one scholar has previously argued, energy security (which is now included 
in the rubric of NTS in Asia) had already been viewed by Japan as a traditional security 
issue for a long time.16 NTS issues are not only contested, but also complex.

To help develop a clearer conceptualization of NTS, the Consortium on Non-Tra-
ditional Security Studies in Asia (NTS-Asia) has offered a definition. According to 
NTS-Asia: 

13 Betsy McKay, “Donors Pledge $3.4 Billion for Ebola Recovery Plan,” The Wall Street Journal, July 11, 
2015, http://www.wsj.com/articles/donors-pledge-3-4-billion-for-ebola-recovery-plan-1436642289.  
Also, “Ebola: Latest MSF Updates,” Doctors Without Borders, http://www.doctorswithoutborders.
org/our-work/medical-issues/ebola.
14 Alistair D.B. Cook, Maxim Shrestha, and Zin Bo Htet, “The 2015 Nepal Earthquake: Implications 
for Future International Relief Efforts,” Policy Brief (Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, 2016).
15 “Barriers to Rapid Containment of the Ebola Outbreak,” World Health Organization, August 11, 
2014, http://www.who.int/csr/disease/ebola/overview-august-2014/en/.
16 Tsuneo Akaha, “Non-Traditional Security Cooperation for Regionalism in Northeast Asia,” http://
www.waseda-cos-cas.jp/paper/20040116_akaha_eng.pdf.
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Non-traditional security issues are challenges to the survival and 
well-being of peoples and states that arise primarily out of non-mil-
itary sources, such as climate change, resource scarcity, infectious 
diseases, natural disasters, irregular migration, food shortages, people 
smuggling, drug trafficking and transnational crime. These dangers 
are often transnational in scope, defying unilateral remedies and re-
quiring comprehensive—political, economic, social—responses, as 
well as humanitarian use of military force.17

Aside from these issues being non-military in nature, they also share common charac-
teristics, namely:

• NTS threats do not stem from competition between states or shifts 
in balance of power.

• Threats are often caused by human-induced disturbances to the frag-
ile balance of nature with dire consequences to both states and soci-
eties.

• Consequences of these threats are often difficult to reverse or repair.
• National solutions are often inadequate and thus require regional and 

multilateral cooperation.
• The object of security is no longer just the state (state sovereignty or 

territorial integrity), but also people (their survival, well-being, digni-
ty), both at individual and communal levels.18

Moreover, NTS threats are often interlocking, with the occurrence of one NTS emer-
gency leading to others. For example, Indonesia witnessed widespread social unrest and 
instability following the Asian financial crisis. In western Africa, many are concerned 
that the widespread transmission of Ebola has inflicted severe economic and social 
trauma, affecting the success of local peacebuilding efforts.19 The NTS framework al-
lows us to identify and classify these types of issues, and with it, highlight the potential 
risks involved. In so doing, we can anticipate and hopefully prevent the occurrence of 
these types of developments.

NTS Concerns in Asia Today

Extreme weather events have caused severe problems in parts of Southeast Asia. Sin-
gapore, Malaysia, and northwest Indonesia have experienced their longest dry spell on

17 Caballero-Anthony, An Introduction to Non-Traditional Security Studies. NTS-Asia is a project is 
funded by the Ford Foundation, and is directed by the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies 
(RSIS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU), in Singapore.
18 Caballero-Anthony, An Introduction to Non-Traditional Security Studies.
19 “Summary Report of the Visit of H.E. Olof Skoog, Chair of the UN Peacebuilding Commission, to 
West Africa, 5 to 10 April 2015,” (New York: United Nations Peacebuilding Commission), http://www.
un.org/en/peacebuilding/ebola.shtml.
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record, causing water shortages, transboundary haze pollution, and depletion of fish 
stocks. The region was also hit by tropical cyclone Hagupit, inflicting further devas-
tation in the Philippines which was still reeling from the impact of Cyclone Yolanda 
in 2013. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 5th Assessment 
Report (AR5) has flagged Southeast Asia as likely the region most vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change. 

Climate change issues (mitigation and adaptation) as well as humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief (HADR) are thus high on the agenda of most governments in ASE-
AN.

Similarly, there is growing concern over the pursuit of civil nuclear capabilities in 
Southeast Asia. Because Southeast Asia is a seismically-active and cyclone-prone re-
gion of the world, should nuclear energy generation be started without the necessary 
precautions and governance in place, there could be catastrophic risks. 

The migration of people is also proving to be a very difficult security problem to man-
age. Human trafficking among the labor and sex industries, the movement of refugees 
in countries like Myanmar, and the radicalization of populations and their emigration 
to conflict zones are all becoming pressing security issues for governments and com-
munities to tackle.       

Most of the concerns listed above hold true for South Asia as well: the 2009 swine flu 
pandemic in northern India claimed many lives as it moved to neighboring Pakistan 
and Nepal. It was reported that the flu impacted the daily lives of millions of people as 
well as the economies of the affected regions.20 

The Indus waters continue to be a thorny issue between India and Pakistan. This is a 
classic example of not just a transboundary issue with potentially serious ramifications, 
but also of how a shared resource can have contending purposes on two sides of an 
international border. Here the contention lies in energy security (in the case for India) 
and water security (for Pakistan). How this issue is finally resolved will have serious 
consequences for both countries and the millions of people who depend on this im-
portant international river.

South Asia too has seen its fair share of unpredictable and devastating climate and 
weather events in recent years: temperature extremes, cyclones, droughts have taken 
thousands of lives and affected millions more. The Himalayas, which are an important 
feature in the global weather system, is one of the most vulnerable regions to predicted 
changes in global climate. India’s recent decision to join the United States and China 
in fighting climate change together is certainly a positive first step forward.

20 Zahir Janmohamed, “Deadly Outbreak of Swine Flu in India May Be Due to a Mutated Strain,” Al 
Jazeera, March 23, 2015, http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/3/23/deadly-outbreak-of-swine-
flu-in-india-may-be-due-to-a-mutated-strain.html.
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Most of the NTS challenges faced by Asia are not new and are not unique to specific 
regions. How these issues are framed and understood will have significant bearing on 
how they are approached, addressed, and—in the end—how many or how few will end 
up suffering. The appreciation and acceptance of NTS as a national security challenge 
with transboundary implications will compel states to not just cooperate, but also to 
create mechanisms to deal with such issues. And so moving forward, the questions that 
we should now be asking are:

• How do we encourage states to work with a broad spectrum of actors 
to address the range of insecurities affecting their own communities? 

• How can we forge partnerships among different stakeholders to im-
prove multi-level governance and in so doing address NTS challenges 
and promote human security?

Calls for enhanced multilateral security cooperation to address NTS challenges are 
certainly finding traction in many parts of the world, including in Southeast Asia. In 
ASEAN, the ASEAN Political and Security Community (APSC) is an example of an 
emerging regional mechanism with established institutions. The APSC is one of the 
three pillars constituting ASEAN’s “comprehensive” approach to a secure and peaceful 
ASEAN Community. The two other pillars are the ASEAN Economic Communi-
ty (AEC)—which envisions a prosperous and economically competitive ASEAN re-
gion—and the ASEAN Socio-Economic Community (ASCC)—which aims to build 
a socially responsible ASEAN society. Within the APSC framework, the ASEAN 
Defense Ministers Meeting (ADMM) and ADMM Plus were established to enhance 
security cooperation in critical NTS issues through their work in Humanitarian As-
sistance and Disaster Response (HADR). Similarly, the AEC, the ASCC, and the 
ASEAN Plus Three Emergency Rice Reserve (APTERR) work toward food security. 
The ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA) facilitates 
multilateral efforts in finding regional solutions to many of the interlocking non-tra-
ditional security challenges that affect the human security of states and peoples in 
ASEAN and the wider region.

So far, the results have been encouraging. APTERR in particular has produced sig-
nificant results. Formulated with the cooperation of all ASEAN member states with 
China, South Korea, and Japan, the reserve was created in anticipation of any potential 
food security challenges that may arise in the region as a result of natural disasters 
or supply shocks in any of the member states. It is also designed to safeguard against 
potential international market failures (like the one in 2007-2008). Recent talk of re-
viving the SAARC Food Bank to mitigate food insecurity in the South Asian region 
during crises is a positive development as well. These examples demonstrate the grow-
ing awareness of NTS issues in Asia.

Conclusion

In the aftermath of the Cold War, as the world was said to have progressed towards a 
New World Order, there were questions about the future role of states, their relevance,
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and their capability to provide political, social, and economic security for their popu-
laces. This was further bolstered by the spike in multilateralism and the popularity of 
ideas and institutions of global governance. Human rights and human security became 
the dominant framework in understanding global issues and challenges of the day, 
where states were often regarded as either barriers to or causes of the problems faced 
by people.

On the contrary, it is increasingly clear that states continue to be important actors. 
Once again we are seeing the global rise of power rivalry and geopolitics based on 
alliance systems. This power rivalry is most pronounced in East Asia as the United 
States and China compete to ensure their dominant position and influence in the 
region, with other regional powers like Russia, Japan, India and Australia trying to 
navigate themselves in this dynamic security theater. Given this reality, thinking and 
addressing emerging issues and challenges completely outside the framework of nation 
states could pose a serious threat for the lives of billions. By inherently acknowledging 
and referencing issues from the level of the state (top-down) and from the level of 
people and communities (bottom-up), the NTS framework helps identify, formulate, 
and address security concerns in a holistic and comprehensive manner. The two-level, 
integrated approach is a feature that NTS will continue to offer to the evolving security 
discourse in the foreseeable future. 
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