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1. Security in a Changing Global Environment

Much has changed in the notion of security, brought on and defined by the significant 
changes in the global environment. In the post-Cold War era, the state centric, military 
orientated understanding of security was critiqued to be inadequate as new threats emerged 
that were detrimental to the national security. Issues like environmental degradation, eco-
nomic security and energy security began to gain attention in international policy discourses 
and international relations as these issues were deemed to be drivers of domestic unrest and 
international conflicts (Mathews 1989, Ullman 1983). Mathews (1989) for instance argued 
that resource mismanagement could result in acute transboundary challenges such as forced 
migration, which in turn, could result in social and ecological stresses to receiving commu-
nities. Homer-Dixon (1994, 1999) went further to argue that there is a causal relationship 
between environmental stress and violent conflicts noting that the impact of environmental 
stress on affected, marginalized communities generate frustration and resentment expressed 
in violent actions.

Changes in the global security environment did not only result in an expansion of 
the notion of security beyond military threats to states but also drew attention to threats to 
individuals as the other referent object of security. As the incidence of interstate conflicts 
dramatically decreased while the number internal conflicts surged, the security concerns of 
individuals and communities compelled a new thinking on security (Buzan, Waever and de 
Wilde 1998). From the pre-occupation of national (read state) security came a new security 
concept called human security which argued for paying more attention to threats faced by 
individuals, groups and communities (UNDP 2004, Hampson 2002, Paris 2001, Newman 
2010). According to Mahbuh Ul Haq, we “need to fashion a new concept of human security 
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that is reflected in the lives of our people, not in the weapons of our country” (Ul Haq cited 
in Bajpai 2000).1 The 1994 UNDP operationalizing of the concept outlined 7 threats to 
human security: economic security, food security, health security, environmental security, 
personal security, community security and political security, and clustered along “freedom 
from fear” and “freedom from want” (UNDP 1994: 23).

In the last two decades since the adoption of the human security in academic and 
policy platforms, the kinds of threats to human security have expanded, largely driven by 
evolving changes in the global environment. The looming threats of climate change have 
drawn attention to extreme weather events, catastrophic natural disasters, massive displace-
ment of population, and food and health security among others. That these issues have 
shown to have transborder impact and scope, as well as compound human security threats 
have significantly reinforced the need to take a multilateral approach to address these 
transboundary challenges. The rationale being that unless the impacts of these transnational 
challenges are addressed and mitigated collectively, these issues can escalate into threats to 
global peace and security.

The transnationality of these threats to human security further led to the introduction 
of the concept of non-traditional security (NTS). Conceptually, NTS shares the conceptual 
space of human security, but regards threats to human security like climate change and 
environment as challenges to the well-being and security of not only individuals but also 
states. As defined, non-traditional security issues are challenges to the survival and well-
being of peoples and states that arise primarily out of non-military sources, such as climate 
change, environment degradation and resource scarcity, infectious diseases, natural disas-
ters, irregular migration, food shortages, people smuggling, drug trafficking and transna-
tional crime. It is in this conceptualization that human security is explicitly linked to non-
traditional security issues; that human needs are best met and protected when the economy 
is functioning well, pollution levels are low, food, water and energy are adequately avail-
able, society is resilient to disasters, and criminal activities are curbed. These cross-cutting 
issues often defies unilateral remedies and require comprehensive –  political, economic, 
social –  responses, as well as humanitarian use of military force (NTS-Asia, cited in 
Caballero-Anthony, 2016).

Against this background, this article looks at the kinds of non-traditional security 
issues endangering human security and examines how these threats are addressed in South-
east Asia. By focusing on climate change and environmental issues, we argue that while 
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regional states through ASEAN have put in a lot of effort in addressing these challenges 
collectively, more can certainly be done to deal with these issues comprehensively. These 
include confronting difficult challenges such as resources, working around the norms of 
non-interference and sovereignty and recognizing the environment as an important referent 
of security. At the very least, these comprehensive approaches help ensure human security.

2. Dealing with transnational security challenges in Southeast Asia and beyond

Transnational security threats like climate change bring dire consequences to both societies 
and states. These threats are often complex and cross-cutting in nature, and their impact 
are difficult to reverse when we look at desertification and loss of habitat caused by climate 
change. More importantly, national solutions are often inadequate to respond to these com-
plex and transborder threats and would thus require regional and multilateral cooperation 
(Caballero-Anthony 2016).

The need to foster and strengthen regional cooperation in dealing with transna-
tional, non-traditional security threats has gained a lot of traction in the ASEAN region 
and beyond. This is reflected in the official deliberations in ASEAN and the ASEAN-led 
regional institutions such as the ASEAN Plus Three, the ASEAN Regional Forum, the 
ASEAN Defence Ministerial Meeting Plus (ADMM+) and the East Asia Summit. Civil 
society groups across the region and track-two networks like the Council for Security and 
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) have also been advocating for greater regional 
and international cooperation in their various policy platforms. More significantly, non-
traditional security has now become part of the security lexicon not only within Asia but 
also beyond the region.

Adopting a comprehensive regional approach to security challenges has been the 
ASEAN story. For most of its 53-year history, the security thinking in ASEAN is that 
security can only be achieved comprehensively, with economic development and political 
cooperation being the core pillars of regional peace and security. The close nexus between 
security and development and the need to have a comprehensive approach have been 
notable features in ASEAN’s security practices. This approach remained consistent over the 
years but was recalibrated with the adoption of the 3-pillared ASEAN community, namely: 
the ASEAN Political-Security community (APSC), ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
and ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) in 2003.
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The APSC and its relations to the other Community pillars are interesting as it is 
significant. Mindful of the changing nature of security threats confronting the region that 
were becoming transnational such as environmental degradation and irregular migration, 
the APSC was geared to raise the level of political and security cooperation in ASEAN to 
a higher plane. In its latest iteration, the APSC is seen as a means to “ensure a rules-based 
and inclusive community in which peoples enjoy human rights, fundamental freedoms and 
social justice, live in a safe and secure environment with enhanced capacity to respond 
effectively to emerging challenges…” (ASEAN 2015). It has 4 constituent elements: (1) 
a rules-based, people oriented, people-centred community bound by shared values and 
norms, (2) a resilient community…with enhanced capacity to respond effectively and in 
a timely manner to challenges for the common good, (3) an outward-looking community 
that deepens cooperation with external parties, and (4) a community with strengthened 
institutional capacity through improved ASEAN processes and coordination with ASEAN 
institutions (ASEAN 2015).

The APSC is significant in that it revealed the decision of ASEAN member states to 
re-think and calibrate their security practices in order to make the association more relevant 
in changing times and enhance its capacity to respond effectively and in timely manner 
to emerging transnational threats. In effect, the APSC is both a normative and functional 
framework of security cooperation. It is an approach that also encourages regional solu-
tions to regional problems, based on the understanding that ensuring national and regional 
security requires working beyond borders.

The approach of the APSC in stepping up cooperation on security issues is the same 
approach that informs the modalities in the other 2 pillars of the ASEAN community. This 
is particularly important to the ASCC as well given that issues like the environment and 
climate change are placed under this pillar. ASEAN has also been promoting the so-called 
cross-pillar approach to dealing with transnational challenges giving the cross-cutting 
nature of these threats. In brief, the 3-pillars can also be regarded as the pathways to peace 
and human security.

3.  Threats to regional peace and human security: why regional and multilateral 
cooperation matter?

There is a long list of non-traditional, transnational issues that pose threats to regional peace 
and security in Southeast Asia. In this section, we highlight threats that revolve around the 
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issue of environmental security and climate change. We discuss why these issues threaten 
the security and well-being of states and societies across borders. We then examine why 
these transnational issues require regional, multilateral approaches and assess how these 
have been addressed at the regional level. Reflecting on these experiences, we then attempt 
to engage the current conceptualization of human security in light of environmental secu-
rity. Instead of treating it as a one-way relationship where environmental security acts as a 
pre-requisite and contributor to human security, we suggest that the interaction between the 
two needs to be bi-directional. This means that ensuring environmental security necessar-
ily requires humans to be aware of environmental limitations and treat the environment as 
another referent of security that needs protection.

3.1 Haze
Forest fires and attendant transboundary haze are a recurring issue in Southeast Asia. This 
issue has its historical beginnings in the early 1980s (Gellert 1998) and repeated itself fre-
quently with the most recent being in 2019. Although not occurring uniquely in Indonesia, 
forest fires resulting in major episodes of transboundary haze pollution have been the ones 
originated from the country. The clearing of lands, most notably peatlands, for palm oil 
planting purposes through burning is believed to be the main reason behind the intractable 
problem. Burning is largely perceived as the most cost-effective means to clearing lands, 
and factors that may lead to uncontrollable fires include weak law enforcement, inadequate 
regulations against forest burning, overlapping rules and regulations across government 
agencies, strong patronage culture in the plantation sector, draining of peatlands, and a lack 
of resources for firefighting capability (Sunchindah 2015). It was suggested that an over-
whelming majority of these forest fires were deliberately set by private companies and their 
sub-contractors instead of small farmers doing slash-and-burn (Varkkey 2012). Ultimately, 
the various economic interests in the plantation sector are seen to be the major driver that 
significantly weakens other priorities, including commitments to protect the environment.

The fire incidences have brought serious environmental, health, economic and politi-
cal consequences. During the 2015 haze episode, hundreds of thousands of people suffered 
from respiratory infections in different provinces in Sumatra and Kalimantan islands of 
Indonesia (The Jakarta Post 2015). The number of asthma cases in some areas of Malaysia 
doubled during the same period (O’Callaghan 2013). Concerns over health implications 
also led to a temporary closure of schools in Malaysia and Singapore (Today 2015; Lee et 
al. 2016). The latest incident in 2019 in Indonesia saw the deaths of a 69-year-old resident 
in the Riau Province who tried to quench fires that reached his farmland, two siblings of 
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7 and 11 in West Kalimantan Province, one fire-fighter in Jambi province, and at least six 
farmers in Riau, West Kalimantan, and Central Kalimantan provinces (Rayda, 2019). In 
September 2019, the air quality index reached hazardous levels of 580 in Pekanbaru, Riau 
Province, and 347 in Jambi province, forcing schools to close and residents to stay indoors 
(Rayda 2019).

The economic implications are equally concerning. The smoke haze has repeatedly 
forced flight cancellations and hurt the tourism industry (Kojima 2016). The 1997 forest 
fires exacted about USD 3.1 billion in damages on agriculture and forestry and USD 1 
billion on short-term health and the tourism sector (Glover and Jessup 1999). Indonesia 
suffered USD 4.1 billion worth of damages whereas Malaysia and Singapore incurred 
about USD 321 million and up to USD 78.8 million losses respectively (Glover and Jessup 
1999).

The situation was worse in 2015, as Indonesia’s economic losses reached USD 16.1 
billion (The World Bank 2016). Agriculture, forestry, and environment were among the 
hardest hit with losses and damages totalling USD 13.0 billion (The World Bank 2016). 
Companies and small-holder farmers of estate crops such as palm oil, rubber and coconut 
suffered an estimated USD 3.1 billion of losses (The World Bank 2016). Farmers’ liveli-
hoods were similarly affected with USD 1.7 billion of losses in food crops, which signified 
lower incomes for farmers and subsequent implications in their capacity to secure food 
(The World Bank 2016). In the health sector, the Indonesian government registered 19 
deaths and more than 500,000 acute respiratory infection cases within two months after the 
start of the haze (Agence France-Presse 2015). Immediate health costs amounted to USD 
151 million with additional lost wages due to sickness standing at USD 3.8 billion (The 
World Bank, 2016).2 Challenges in managing forest fires and attendant transboundary smog 
are mostly evident in their recurrence. Regardless of various measures that have been taken 
at the national level, the regional reach of the otherwise domestic issue prompted Southeast 
Asian countries to take a collective approach to solve the problem. Following the 1997 
haze crisis, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states drafted 
the 1997 Regional Haze Action Plan (RHAP) that devised regional cooperation measures 
in three areas: prevention, monitoring and mitigation of land and forest fires (ASEAN-
Singapore Secretariat 1997). It sought to strengthen the capacity of the existing ASEAN 
Specialised Meteorological Centre (ASMC) for early warning and monitoring system and 
establish a mechanism to deploy regional fire-fighting operations.
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In 2002, the ASEAN member states adopted the first legally binding “ASEAN Agree-
ment on Transboundary Haze Pollution” (“Haze Agreement”) that sets provisions for moni-
toring, assessment, prevention and response, technical cooperation and scientific research, 
institutional arrangements and procedures (ASEAN 2002). Aside from envisioning a joint 
emergency response, the Haze Agreement calls for the establishment of the “ASEAN Coor-
dinating Centre for Transboundary Haze Pollution Control” to facilitate cooperation and 
coordination among ASEAN member states to manage forest fire and haze issues.
After all ASEAN member states ratified the Haze Agreement, with Indonesia being the last 
one to do so in 2014, the Roadmap on ASEAN Cooperation towards Transboundary Haze 
Pollution Control with Means of Implementation (“Roadmap”) was first drafted in 2016. 
The Roadmap aims for transboundary haze-free ASEAN by 2020. It identifies eight strate-
gic areas that include implementing the Haze Agreement, sustainable management of 
peatlands, agricultural land and forest, strengthening regulations and their implementations, 
enhancing cooperation in information and technology, public awareness and cross-sectoral 
and stakeholders’ participation, securing adequate resources, and reducing health and envi-
ronmental risks and protection of global environment.

Although the 11th Meeting of the “Conference of the Parties to the ASEAN Agreement 
on Transboundary Haze Pollution” on 29 October 2015 in Hanoi has endorsed Indonesia’s 
request to host such a Centre (ASEAN 2015a), and the Roadmap envisioning it to be fully 
operational in 2018, the Centre is yet to be established up to the present time. This signals 
challenges in implementing the regional treaty, which is further evidenced in a series of 
forest fire incidents that continued to occur even after the adoption of the Haze Agreement 
in 2002. The Agreement’s limited reach in influencing and transforming the domestic 
contexts, such as overlapping land use and weak environmental law enforcement in Indo-
nesia, could be the reason behind its apparent ineffectiveness from stopping the fires from 
recurring. The current Indonesian President Joko Widodo, however, has taken improved 
measures to address the problem, especially after the major fire in 2015. These include the 
establishment of the Peatland Restoration Agency (Badan Restorasi Gambut or BRG) in 
2016 (Humas 2016), the launching of One Map Policy in 2018 (Mufti 2018) which idea 
was initiated by then President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in 2011 (Aqil 2020), the mora-
torium of palm oil concessions in 2018 (Sapiie 2018), and the permanent moratorium on 
new forest clearance in 2019 (Today, 2019). The BRG aims to rehabilitate about 2 million 
hectares of degraded peatlands in seven Indonesian provinces within five years (Reuters 
Staff 2016), and the One Map Policy envisions to solve overlapping land claims in the 
country. Both initiatives are due for completion this year.
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Regardless of the absence of a Centre, ASEAN member states continue their coopera-
tion on forest fires and transboundary haze through existing mechanisms such as regular 
meetings among environmental ministers or officials. In times of very serious forest fires, 
member states have also rendered assistance to the affected neighbour by sending in their 
firefighters to help douse the fires.

3.2. Climate change
Climate change has been framed as a threat multiplier, given the cross-cutting and grave 
impact that a change in the global temperature above 1.5 degrees centigrade. Like eco-
nomic security, the impacts of climate change such as more frequent and intense weather 
events threaten human lives and livelihood which directly affect millions of people across 
the world. The multiplicity of risks associated with climate change like food and water 
security are also well-established drivers of conflict, that can in turn destabilise already 
vulnerable regions, including Southeast Asia.

Climate change therefore has received lot of attention in ASEAN not least because 
of the region’s vulnerability to the risks of the changing climate that include increased 
frequency of unprecedented heat extremes and heavy rainfall events leading to intensified 
flooding (ADB 2017), and their potential socio-economic implications particularly, but 
not limited to, food security. The frequency and intensity of weather-related disasters such 
as floods, tropical storms and landslides have increased in the last half a century, and eco-
nomic losses have consequently been on the rise (The ASEAN Secretariat 2017).

In Southeast Asia, 362,000 lives had been lost as result of natural disasters between 
2000 and 2016 and had affected 250 million people (ESCAP 2017). The economic loss 
had also been staggering. For example, Thailand’s floods in 2011 caused more than USD 
45 billion in economic loss and damage whereas the Philippines’ Typhoon Haiyan in 
2013 inflicted USD 10 billion in loss and damage (ESCAP 2017). Floods in Thailand that 
started in July 2011 and lasted for a few months were the worst in fifty years prior (Reuters 
Staff 2011). The flood crisis inundated large parts of human settlements, farms, infrastruc-
tures, and many other areas, affecting 12.8 million people (Poaponsakorn and Meethom 
2013), displacing more than 165,000 (The World Bank 2012), and resulting in 728 deaths 
(Poaponsakorn and Meethom 2013). Some 9,859 factories were affected, and 600,000 jobs 
were lost (Poaponsakorn and Meethom 2013), triggering fear of further economic hardship 
for individuals and families. Moreover, considering Thailand’s role as the world’s top rice 
exporter, the flooding that affected 16,558.55 km2 of agricultural area (Ministry of Agri-
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culture and Cooperatives 2011) rose concerns over rice shortage and food security. Health 
impacts saw more than 700 cases of food poisoning or diarrhea, 12 cases of leptospirosis, 
7 cases of chicken pox, 2 events of chemical intoxication, 26 cases of conjunctivitis, and 
2 cases of measles between October and early December 2011 (Department of Disease 
Control 2011).

Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 was the fastest moving and strongest typhoon ever measured 
since 1945 whose recurrence is estimated to be within 200 years (Takagi and Estaban 
2016). The sheer scale of the disaster saw more than 7,000 deaths, more than 4 million 
people displaced, 1.1 million homes destroyed (Sherwood et al. 2015), 14 million people 
affected, and 6 million people losing their sources of income (BBC 2014). Health concerns 
included treating the injured, attending to pregnant and nursing women and newborn chil-
dren, breaking out of diseases such as measles, polio, dengue, and typhoid, treating non-
communicable diseases such as heart attacks and diabetes, as well as trauma and other men-
tal health problems (WHO 2014). Additionally, 1.1 million tonnes of crops that included 
coconut, rice and corn, were similarly affected (FAO n.d.) thereby posing food security 
concerns.

Challenges posed by climate change are being addressed at multiple levels in ASEAN. 
In response to the frequency of natural disasters happening in the region as a result of 
climate change, ASEAN adopted the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response (AADMER) which came into force in 2009. AADMER is a legally 
binding agreement that allows ASEAN to establish a number of regional mechanisms to 
help its member states cope with the devastating impact of natural disasters and provide 
critical assistance in disaster response and assistance (The ASEAN Secretariat 2010). These 
mechanisms include the establishment of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitar-
ian Assistance and Disaster Management (AHA Centre) which was launched in 2011 as 
the operational and technical body of AADMER. The AHA Centre essentially facilitates 
the cooperation and coordination among ASEAN members of states, with the United 
Nations, other international organisations and dialogue partners of ASEAN for disaster 
assistance and emergency response in the region. The AHA Centre also works closely with 
the national disaster offices of every ASEAN state. In times of disasters, the AHA Centre 
deploys the ASEAN Emergency Response and Assessment Team (ASEAN-ERAT) and 
coordinates the deployment of relief items to disaster-affected areas in the region (The AHA 
Centre 2018).
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ASEAN also conduct disaster simulation exercises to test, practice, review and assess 
ASEAN’s emergency response. These exercises are the ASEAN Regional Disaster Emer-
gency Response Simulation Exercise (ARDEX) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
Disaster Relief Exercises (ARF DiRex). In order to test interoperability of disaster relief 
forces, the ARDEX, in particular, helps to improve the Standard Operating Procedure for 
Regional Standby Arrangements and Coordination of Joint Disaster Relief and Emergency 
Response Operations (SASOP). The ARF DiREx, on the other hand, is a large-scale disas-
ter scale exercise bringing all 27 participating members and involving multiple partners and 
stakeholders. Both exercises which are held every two years also serve to promote capacity 
building through exchanges of skills and expertise in the field of disaster relief.

The challenge of improving the adaptive capacity of states and communities to 
respond to the different impacts of climate change is also addressed on several fronts and 
at different levels. At the national level, various legislations and initiatives are being done. 
Collectively, ASEAN member states express their commitments, aspirations and positions 
on climate change through various declarations and statements.3 The regional coopera-
tion on climate change is not manifested in jointly-agreed actions such as establishing 
a legally binding emission reduction target or commitment to set aside a certain budget 
for decarbonisation efforts. Rather, it aims at building national capacity to mitigate and 
adapt to climate change through sharing of knowledge and best practices at the regional 
level, technology transfer, finance and investment (ASEAN 2012), and collaborative time-
bound projects with extra-regional partners. Examples include projects with partners on 
the Sustainable Use of Peatland and Haze Mitigation in ASEAN (2018-2023), the ASEAN 
Peatland Forests Project (APFP) (2009-2014), and SEAPeat, and two projects with India 
that aimed at enhancing ASEAN capacity for climate change projections, assessments of 
impacts, and adaptation. ASEAN also put forward a Programme on Sustainable Manage-
ment of Peatland Ecosystem (APSMPE) (2014-2020) in support of the implementation of 
the ASEAN Peatland Management Strategy (2006-2020).

The main body in charge of various aspects of climate change cooperation is the 
ASEAN Working Group on Climate Change (AWGCC) established in 2009. The AWGCC 
is also tasked to serve as a consultative forum that brings together different ASEAN 
Sectoral Bodies whose work relate to climate issues such as energy, forestry, agriculture, 
transportation, science and technology, and disaster management. To support the opera-
tionalisation of the ASCC Blueprint 2025, the AWGCC Action Plan was formulated and 
was integrated into the ASEAN Strategic Plan on Environment (ASPEN) 2016-2025. The 
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AWGCC Action Plan identifies five programmatic areas namely adaptation and resilience, 
mitigation, technology transfer, climate finance, and cross-sectoral coordination and global 
partnerships (ASEAN n.d.(a)). Lead countries are to develop detailed workplans to imple-
ment proposed activities within the five programmatic areas, implement them in coordina-
tion with other ASEAN member states and the ASEAN Secretariat, and update the AWGCC 
of progress regularly. Similar to the usual approaches in ASEAN, the proposed activities 
listed in the AWGCC Action Plan also heavily focus on capacity building that includes 
conducting assessments and studies, forums and dialogues, trainings and workshops, as 
well as producing handbooks and reports.

In addition to the AWGCC, climate change is also considered in the plans of other 
ASEAN Sectoral Bodies (Letchumanan 2010). For example, in the energy sector, ASEAN 
aspires to have 23 percent of renewable energy (including hydropower of all forms and 
sizes) in the total primary energy supply (TPES) by 2025, 35 percent of the renewable 
energy share in ASEAN’s installed power capacity by 2025, and 35 percent energy inten-
sity reduction based on 2005 level (ACE 2020). The implementation of the ASEAN Plan 
of Action for Energy Cooperation (APAEC) 2016-2025 (ACE 2015) is divided into two 
periods namely the first phase (2016-2020) that focuses on energy security, and the second 
phase (2021-2025) that emphasises on energy transition. Similar to the AWCGG Action 
Plans, the APAEC’s strategy for renewable energy is primarily geared towards capacity 
building through network creation and information sharing through dialogues, trainings, 
guidelines, and studies.

Another example is in the transportation sector. The ASEAN Transport Strategic 
Plan 2016-2025 identifies pursuing sustainable transport as part of its strategic goals (The 
ASEAN Secretariat 2015). Regional cooperation for sustainable transport aims at crafting 
policy framework for cleaner fuels and vehicles and environmentally friendly ships, green 
freight and logistics, in addition to conducting trainings and seminars, and developing 
guidelines and monitoring framework.

The 2016-2025 Vision and Strategic Plan for ASEAN Cooperation in Food, Agricul-
ture and Forestry includes climate change adaptation as one of its strategic thrusts. Listed 
action programmes highlight the importance of developing capacity at the national level. 
These include increasing R&D investments, promoting good agriculture practices, build-
ing the capacity of small-scale producers, managing and maintaining natural resources, 
pursuing resilient agro-forestry system, integrating gender issues, and providing access to 
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climate-related financing (ASEAN 2015b).

Part of the regional efforts done by ASEAN to mitigate the impact of climate change 
on food security, particularly with regard to availability and access, is the ASEAN Plus 
Three Emergency Rice Reserve (APTERR) mechanism, which provides a ‘virtual stock-
pile’ of rice that is made up of rice pledges/commitments by ASEAN Plus Three countries 
(i.e., ASEAN and China, Japan and South Korea). There is also the ASEAN Food Security 
Information System (AFSIS), which focuses on systematic collection, analysis and dis-
semination of food security related information as part of its early-warning mechanisms on 
food security.

3.3. Marine Pollution
One environmental concern that does not often get much attention in marine pollution. 
Marine pollution, especially plastics, emerged as a major issue in ASEAN following an 
influential study that shows Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia 
being ranked among the top 10 polluters in the world in 2010 (Jambeck et al. 2015). Annu-
ally, 8 million metric tons of plastics enter the ocean in addition to the existing 150 million 
metric tons already trapped in the marine environment (Ocean Conservancy n.d.). Of 4.8 
to 12.7 million metric tons of plastic waste entering the oceans in 2010, the five countries 
contributed about 28% of the total amount (Jambeck et al. 2015).

Waste can enter the oceans as a result of sea-based activities, such as through dis-
charges from ocean vessels, military operations and ship casualties, as well as land-based 
activities, including effluents of untreated domestic and industrial waste, port and harbour 
operations, agricultural and aquaculture production, and mining activity. Marine pollution 
affects not only the marine life such as marine mammals (Jones 1995), turtles (Bjorndal et 
al. 1994), seabirds (Azzarello and Vanvleet 1987; Moser and Lee 1992) and crustaceans 
(Laist 1997), but also poses threats to food security for many people in Southeast Asia who 
depend on marine harvest for their food sources (Vo 2013). Plastic debris may transfer 
toxic materials to the food chain (Teuten et al. 2009), thereby causing health issues for 
those who consume contaminated seafood (Wu et al. 2017). The fishing and tourism sec-
tors, which contribute significantly to the regional economy (Moore 2008; Gregory 2009), 
are similarly be affected.

ASEAN member states recognised the transboundary nature of marine pollution chal-
lenges and convened Conference on Reducing Marine Debris in ASEAN Region in 2017 
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(ASEAN Cooperation on Environment 2017) to discuss the matters collectively. It was then 
followed up by a series of regional meetings to promote opportunities for cooperation such 
as the 5th Our Ocean Conference that was hosted by Indonesia in October 2018. The issue 
also made it into the agenda of the 13th East Asia Summit held in Singapore in November 
2018 (ASEAN 2018).

In 2019, ASEAN issued two landmark documents on marine pollution, namely the 
Bangkok Declaration on Combating Marine Debris (“Declaration”) and the ASEAN 
Framework of Action on Marine Debris (“Framework”). The Declaration highlights com-
mitments to reduce marine waste, particularly from land-based activities, by strengthening 
national laws and regulations, engaging private sector, promoting innovative solutions and 
circular economy, strengthening the role of science, research and development, increasing 
public awareness, and enhancing regional, international, and inter-sectoral cooperation 
and collaboration (ASEAN 2019). The Framework identifies four priority areas, namely 
policy support and planning; research, innovation and capacity building; public awareness, 
education and outreach; and private sector engagement (ASEAN n.d.(b)). Among sug-
gested activities that include capacity building through trainings, and information exchange 
through dialogues and information sharing, and translating relevant international laws, the 
Framework also puts forward a potential collaborative action by establishing the ASEAN 
Centre on Combating Marine Debris and developing an ASEAN agreement on manage-
ment of marine debris pollution.

4. Conclusion

The discussion above on how ASEAN has dealt with transnational environmental threats, 
including climate change, presents a number of observations on how regional organisations 
advance regional solutions to transnational security problems. Based on ASEAN’s compre-
hensive approach to security, and seen through the adoption of the APSC and interwoven 
with the ASCC and AEC, ASEAN has committed to a number of regional agreements and 
established a number of regional mechanisms geared to raise the level of cooperation to a 
higher plane (The ASEAN Secretariat 2019). The regional cooperation on these different 
environmental challenges reflects the desire of ASEAN member states to address them col-
lectively given their transboundary repercussions on human security and thus build regional 
capacity to respond effectively.

A decade since the adoption of the APSC and the 2 other community pillars, regional 
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agreements like the AADMER for humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in response 
and the Haze Agreement were adopted and ratified. These agreements allowed ASEAN to 
establish mechanisms like the AHA Centre, institutionalize the ARDEX and DiRex; and 
institutionalize regular consultations and assistance in dealing with forest fires and mitigat-
ing the impact of transboundary haze. We also see regional frameworks and action plans 
being crafted like the ASEAN Framework of Action on Marine Debris aimed at beefing 
up regional capacity through trainings, and information exchange through dialogues and 
information sharing. In sum, it can be argued that these Agreements are the building blocks 
of the evolving normative structure that underpins the APSC as a rules-based community 
that is able to respond effectively to transnational security challenges. They inform shared 
thinking, develop shared practices and strengthen norms to manage regional challenges.

Nonetheless, implementation of many of these regional commitments/agreements 
face significant challenges. While there are remarkable efforts in implementing AADMER 
in the area of HADR, particularly the establishment of the AHA Centre, plans to establish 
a dedicated Centre for transboundary Haze that will coordinate joint responses is yet to 
be realized. Whether a dedicated regional agreement and a Centre will also be set up to 
address marine debris pollution remains to be seen. Moreover, even with the progress 
made by the AHA Centre in dealing with natural disasters, there are pressures to review its 
mandate to expand its work to deal with man-made disasters like the humanitarian crisis 
in Myanmar’s Rakhine state and provide assistance to Rohingya refugees. In this regard, 
collective responses to transboundary challenges compel ASEAN members to also confront 
challenges to its norms of non-interference while preventing internal conflicts to escalate 
and become serious threats to regional peace and security.

The heavy emphasis placed on assisting national governments instead of focusing on 
regional positions on difficult issues like humanitarian crisis reflects the limits of ASEAN 
as an inter-governmental organization advancing regional solutions to transboundary issues. 
It further underscores the thinking that national responses play the most critical role in 
addressing various security challenges facing the region, including environmental threats. 
It is important to note that regional approaches are not necessarily able to reach and address 
the underlying challenges that have rendered existing national initiatives less effective in 
the first place. These include competing priorities and other specific problems at the domes-
tic level. As such, although ASEAN might have formulated regional frameworks to guide 
national actions, created platforms to enable exchanges of information and best practices, 
and forged collaborative projects with partners and donors, their progress on enhancing 
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human security in the region has been modest. Thus, the goal of APSC to raise regional 
cooperation to a higher level would need much more commitment from member states 
while confronting and balancing difficult and competing priorities.

As this paper has argued, environmental security is arguably the most important deter-
minant of human security considering the ubiquitous utilisation of environmental provisions 
in human life. Yet, at the practical level of policies and actions, the current approach in 
dealing with the complexity of environmental challenges remains sectoral in nature. This 
siloed approach also explains the generally slow progress at the national, regional, and 
global levels. In other words, addressing environmental problems within sectoral agenda 
means sectoral priorities sits at the front and centre of policy-making processes, subject to 
delays in endless negotiation and accommodation of interests while the environment is left 
to adjust or manage accordingly.

At the regional level, ASEAN has acknowledged the cross-sectoral nature of environ-
mental problems, and has perceived that a task-force that acts as a consultative and coor-
dinating body may be better able to streamline approaches to environmental problems that 
multiple ASEAN sectoral bodies are attempting to deal with either directly and indirectly.4 
It is argued, however, that unless the definition of environmental and human securities are 
harmonised and understood as an integral unit, the tension between competing needs is 
likely to remain.

In light of numerous existing environmental challenges that are expected to further 
intensify given greater pressures coming from increasing population and economic growth, 
the conceptual approach to environmental security may therefore need an urgent rethinking. 
While human security has been a useful concept and approach to policy thinking to ensure 
human security, there is also a need to frame the environment as a security object that 
needs protection for humans. In other words, the means to achieve human security must be 
done also with the framework of ensuring environmental security. Respecting the limits of 
human action is arguably what environmental security is all about.
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