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Non-Traditional Security in Asia:  The Many Faces of Securitisation

Mely Caballero-Anthony

I.  Introduction

Since the 1990s, there has been a growing interest in the study of non-traditional security (NTS), especially in the light of the emerging challenges brought on by a host of factors, including the effects of globalisation.  In East Asia
, concerns about environmental degradation, outbreaks of infectious diseases, illegal migration, various types of transnational crimes and others have been now been regarded as threats that endanger the security of states and society, and the regional and international community at large.  Many of these non-military concerns are now categorised in the security studies literature as non-traditional security (NTS) threats/issues. The appropriation of the security label attached to these threats has been a significant development.  It is significant in that there is increasingly a tendency by number of actors—governments, policy communities and civil society to designate and treat a growing list of national and transnational issues as security concerns.  ‘Security-framing’ appears to be an effective way to bring attention to these threats, convey urgency and command governmental resources to address the complex challenges that arise as one responds to them.

The trend to frame these non-traditional issues as security threats or ‘securitise’ raises a number of salient issues.   Let me cite two.  The first one is the conceptual issue and its implication on the field of security studies and international relations.  To be sure, securitisation has lead to the mushrooming of various studies on the extension and re-conceptualisation of security. No longer is the meaning of security confined to the conventional military dimension of state and inter-state relations nor confined to strategic balance of power issues.  With issues, for instance, like transnational crime and infectious diseases being framed as threats to the well-being and security of states and societies, the area of security studies is now also being re-defined as scholars are compelled to address the trend of broadening the concept of security.  This had led ‘traditional’ specialist of the field to lament the effect of including as a long laundry list of issues to security which to them had rendered the word (security) meaningless.
  

Nevertheless, while security specialists from the realist/neo-realist school stay true to their discipline of covering only issues that pertain to state and its defence from external military attacks, several ‘schools of thoughts’ have emerged with their own approaches and frameworks in the study of security.
  Among these is the Copenhagen School of Security and Desecuritisation that attempts not only to examine the broadening conception of security, but had also provide a systematic framework in determining how and when a specific matter becomes securitized or desecuritized.
 In understanding and coping with emerging non-traditional security issues, the Copenhagen framework, (which will discussed in more detail below) provides a useful analytical tool in examining how certain issues gets into the security agenda—i.e. ‘securitised’—while others have not.

The second impact of securitising NTS is its implications on governance and policy responses of states, as well as non-state actors.  An important question that needs to be asked is whether securitisation should be the way to go to respond to non-traditional security concerns.  And if so, the related questions are: which NTS issues should be securitised, why and how? How should state and other non-state actors respond to these once ‘securitised’ and what are the indicators of successful securitisation? How can we balance between state and non-state interests in respond to NTS challenges?   These questions bring to the fore the inherent tensions between states and societies that come with the attempts to securitise these issues and the processes involved in securitising them.  
Given the important place of NTS in the security agenda of many states in the region, it is therefore essential to focus more attention to understanding how these issues have become NTS issues besides mapping them out and examine what are the policies that had emerged and the mechanisms that had been crafted to deal with them.  The aim of probing deeper to understand the securitisation process is also driven by exigency of revisiting the question as to whether framing these issues in security terms brings more negative than positive results.  If it were more of the former, we would then need to examine what are the unintended consequences of securitisation.

Against these questions, the objectives of this paper are two-fold.  First, it examines how certain NTS issues have featured in the security agenda in the region and how various actors have responded to the types of complex challenges (political, security, and economic) that have emerged.   This section pays close attention to how state and non-state actors have framed these issues in security terms by applying the Copenhagen framework of securitisation.  Second, in discussing these selected cases where securitisation had either been successful or had failed, the paper identifies key issues that arise in the process of securitisation.  Many of issues are drawn from findings of the recently concluded research project on the ‘Non-Traditional Security in Asia: Dynamics of Securitisation’, undertaken by the Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, (IDSS) Singapore. 

There are two arguments that are being presented in this paper.  First, is that while ‘securitisation’ may make for a compelling approach to respond to urgent NTS security challenges, it also poses unintended consequences. These ‘unintended consequences’ present a number of policy dilemmas among different actors as they grapple with question of how best to respond to NTS threats, especially when viewed against the competing practices of both state and civil society actors in the securitisation of these issues.  The dilemma becomes starker when notions of security differ between states and society especially when one confronts the questions: whose security and security for whom? And, while one would submit that securitization may be necessary in some cases for reasons of efficacy, this could in fact undermine gains made by the state towards democratization, impede popular participation in addressing transnational issues and marginalize alternative voices and approaches to complex problems.  Given these concerns, the second argument is that in responding to certain NTS threats, different levels of ‘securitisation’ may need to take place in order to strike a balance between concerns for state and human security, while attending to the serious risks and vulnerabilities brought on by these security challenges.

Thus, understanding the dynamics of securitisation are pertinent to East Asia region (and even beyond the region), particularly in the light of the series of crises that have hit the region, e.g. the debilitating impact of 1997-98 financial crisis, their experience with the health crises brought on by SARS and the looming threat of an influenza pandemic, and last but not least, the consequences of 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States followed by the rising incidents of terrorist bombings in the region.  These spate of crises create additional pressures and demands on governments and other actors to protect the security of states and societies.  But, this could also indicate that while securitisation may have to be largely state-led, it also cannot solely be the monopoly of the state.
The paper proceeds as follows.  Following the introduction, section 2 presents a brief summary of the securitisation framework informed by the Copenhagen School.  This section discusses the usefulness of applying the Copenhagen framework in identifying what and how certain issues have been identified as security concerns. This is followed by Section 3 which discusses selected NTS cases and examines how these issues had been securitised or partially securitised by certain actors.   Section 4 proceeds to identify some of the problems that arise in the process of securitising these issues.  It examines key factors that explains these tensions, namely: (i) the role of the state, (ii) competing notions of security, particularly human security, (iii) lack of capacity/resources, and (iv) lacunae in institutions that are critical to promoting better governance in addressing emerging security challenges.  With these key issues that define the dilemmas of securitisation, the paper concludes with some thoughts on how a more participatory and multi-level governance is the way to go to better address the NTS challenges confronting us today.   

         II.     Securitisation and Non-Traditional Security Issues

Before we proceed to discuss some examples of NTS issues and examine how states and other actors have responded to them, either by securitisation or other, we need first to explain what securitisation is and what this process involves.  The Copenhagen school, through the works of Barry Buzan, Ole Waever and Jap de Wilde defined securitisation as process in which ‘an issue is framed as a security problem’. 
  In operational terms, a political concern can be securitized through an act of securitisation—i.e. a ‘speech act’.
  The speech act refers to the representation of a certain issue as an existential threat to security.  According to this framework, an issue being an existential threat is an important criterion to link the understanding of security to the question of survival.

Securitizing actors use speech acts to articulate a problem in security terms and to persuade a relevant audience of its immediate danger. The articulation in security terms conditions public opinion and provides securitizing actors with the right to mobilise state power and to move beyond traditional rules of politics.  The latter may require emergency measures and may justify actions outside the normal political procedures.

The securitisation process as defined by this School essentially involves two-stages that explain how and when an issue is to be perceived and acted upon as an existential threat to security.  First, it is not enough for a securitising actor to use the speech act.  Beyond the speech act, he/she must be able to convince a specific audience (public opinion, politicians, military officers or other elites) that a referent object—things/people that are seen to be existentially threatened and have a legitimate claim to survival—is existentially threatened.  The act of securitization is only successful once the securitizing actor succeeds in convincing a specific audience (public opinion, politicians, military officers or other elites) that a referent object is existentially threatened. What constitutes an existential threat is viewed by the Copenhagen School to be a subjective question that depends on a shared understanding of what is meant by such a danger to security.  The securitising actor may not necessarily be the referent object.  They could be actors that speak on behalf of and act to defend the security of the state, or a larger community or certain groups of people.  Second, once the audience is convinced, securitisation proceeds when the presence of existential threat allows and legitimizes the breaking of conventional rules and emergency measures are adopted. 
In sum, securitization refers to the classification of and consensus about certain phenomena, persons or entities as existential threats requiring emergency measures. In these circumstances, standard political procedures are no longer viewed as adequate and extraordinary measures may be imposed to counter the threat. Due to the urgency of the issue, constituencies tolerate the use of counteractions outside of the normal bounds of political procedure.
 

The securitisation framework offered by the Copenhagen Framework becomes a useful tool in investigating how some issues of non-military concerns have now been classified as NTS issues.  It is useful in that it allows us to ask the following relevant questions: 

· Who and what are the referent objects? These can be individuals and groups (refugees, victims of human rights abuses, etc.) as well as issue areas (national sovereignty, environment, economy, etc.) that possess a claim to survival and whose existence is ostensibly threatened.

· Who are the securitizing actors/or desecuritising
 actors? These can be governments, political elites, military, and civil society—those actors who securitize an issue by articulating the existence of threat(s) to the survival of specific referent objects. 

· How is a process of securitization completed? This focuses on how securitizing actors use the language of security (speech act) to convince a specific audience of the existential nature of the threat. 

Moreover, as a conceptual tool, the securitisation framework eliminates the rigid distinction between what are ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ security issues since these issues would presumably be high in the security agenda of states. 

The framework, however, has some limitations.  While the framework tells us who securitises and how the process takes place, it does not address the question of why securitisation occurs.  Aside from its tendency to be Euro-centric in its approach, it also does not pay attention to empirical application.  For example, besides stressing the need to convince an audience about the existential threat, it failed to identity indicators of successful securitisation.  In fact, its explanation of how an issue is securitised is focused entirely on a single mechanism—the speech act.
  Nevertheless, in a recently concluded research study of securitisation of NTS in Asia, which employs a modified version of the Copenhagen model and examines and applies it to empirical cases of securitisation and desecuritation, it was interesting to note that policy makers, NGOs and other actors in the region do in fact engage in acts of securitisation but may not necessarily be aware of the processes involved, as well as its unintended consequences.
 

Thus, despite the limitations of this framework, it is still a relevant approach given the growing trend in the region of ‘securitising’ non-traditional concerns as security threats. By adopting such a framework, we are prodded to probe further into how NTS challenges, once securitised, are dealt with domestically and regionally.  More importantly, aside from asking the usual questions of what is being securitised, by whom and for whom—we are able to raise other related but equally salient questions that speak to the conditions of securitisation, i.e. nature of the threats, distribution of power, the nature of domestic political systems and the impact of local and international norms, and not least—the effects and consequences of securitisation.    
III.  NTS Issues and the Dynamics of Securitisation

Why securitise?

In investigating how some issues had been securitised, one may also wonder why NTS concerns are gaining more prominence in East Asia given that the region’s notions of security already reflect a broader, more comprehensive view of security. One could even argue that the idea of NTS was not new, and was already inherent in the security thinking in East Asia;
  and that current attention given to issues like economic security and energy security were already part of the ‘traditional’ security concerns in the region.  However, one would also note that it was not until the early 1990s and particularly after the advent of the 1997 Asian financial crisis when the notion of NTS gained more urgency in the region.
  In fact, with the onset of infectious diseases like SARS and Avian flu, increasing incidents of terrorist attacks and transnational criminal activities, not mention the impact of natural disasters like the Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004, there is now a clear tendency by multiple actors to advance the cause for/ designate and treat these issues as security matters—or ‘securitise them’.   Not only is the security language increasingly being employed more frequently in framing these issues as security threats, but the nature of the existential threats have also taken on different interpretations to include, threats to national sovereignty and territorial integrity (as in the case of piracy, drug trafficking and other transnational crimes) to threats to the human security (as in the case of poverty and infectious diseases). 

These developments raised two major issues that need to be addressed.  These are: (1) The rationale for deploying the language of security on issues that are outside the traditional domain of security, and (2) the extent to which one can clearly show the security implications of these challenges.   The next section will not turn to a discussion of selected issues that are gaining more attention in the (NTS) security agenda of states in the region. The issues that had been chosen are those that had been highlighted in most of the security discourses found in East Asia.  In what follows, we examine the ‘securitisation’ process by identifying who the securitising actors are; their motivations for ‘securitising’ an issue; and the issues/problems that have emerged as a result of the securitisation process. 

(Re)- securitising Poverty and Economic Development:  Tensions between State and Human Security

Poverty has often been portrayed as a case for economic security, a concern that is not new to the region.  This issue, however, has again become a pressing concern to many and has featured in the list of emerging NTS challenges in Asia, particularly in Southeast Asia.   The pertinent questions to ask are: how is poverty a security issue and how has this been securitised, and by whom?  

In the experience of Southeast Asia, the framing of poverty as a security issue depended on the actors that ‘securitised’ it and how this has been linked to different concepts of security found in the region, i.e. state security, comprehensive security or human security.  Thus, an examination of the dynamics of securitising poverty in the region has to take into consideration regional conceptions of security.  Analysing poverty against the often-competing concepts of security helps us to understand how tensions between states and societies arise when the securitisation process takes on two different tracks. To illustrate the kinds of tensions that arise when different actors securitise poverty, this section will discuss the experiences of Malaysia and Indonesia. 

Malaysia and Indonesia had promoted the concept of comprehensive security, a broader view that includes the political, economic, socio-cultural and military aspects of security.  In this regard, poverty is an important concern that must be addressed for economic security.  At least prior to the 1997 financial crisis, political elites in both countries, as well the rest of the region, had been conscious about the potential of poverty threatening regime stability, making them wary of domestic factors that could jeopardise their political survival.  Hence, a critical agenda that had to be addressed in order to build political legitimacy and ensure regime stability was fighting poverty and achieving economic development.  Particularly for multi-ethnic societies like Malaysia and Indonesia, there was this shared understanding among political elites that poverty and inequality could threaten political stability.  It could also exacerbate ethnic and religious differences, which were regarded as more worrying that any form of external military threats.   This kind of security thinking was therefore encapsulated in the ideologies of  ‘national and regional resilience’ that is not only shared by Malaysia and Indonesia but also other states in the region. National resilience advanced the idea that economic development and security were two sides of the same coin.
 

Trends in the securitisation of poverty/economic development 

One could suggest that until the 1997 crisis, ASEAN’s doctrine of ‘national resilience’ was a means a way to securitise economic development—in fact, to the point where oppositions to the idea of a development state were not tolerated.  The securitising actor(s) in this instance had been the states represented by their ruling political elites.  Since the dominant security thinking was underpinned by the idea that national security depended on robust economic development, it was not difficult for the political leaders to ‘securitise’ the economy without the necessary acceptance by the audience (i.e. its people).  ‘Securitising’ economic development also meant that aside from developing the five-yearly development plans, states particularly Malaysia and Indonesia, undertook strict policies with regard to labour rights, employment, media operations and others to protect the values associated with economic security.  As a consequence, the states took on greater capacity to impose controls in the allocation of economic resources.  Since economic development was also equated with regime stability, it gave the states wider latitude to alienate citizens who held contrarian views on the states’ developmental policies and government critics were often branded as ‘subversive elements’.  ‘Securitisation’ of economic development also allowed for the enactment of ‘emergency measures’ to protect the interests of the state against possible threats.

The Malaysian Experience of State-led Securitisation of Poverty 

In Malaysia, one could cite the adoption of the National Economic Policy (NEP) as a visible ‘securitisation’ move to guarantee regime stability and economic development, at the same time ‘securitise’ the conditions of the Malay ethic group who at that time largely comprised the poorer segments of the society.
  Against the country’s experience of racial riots in 1969, the government introduced the NEP in 1970 which introduced a series of government regulations to help advance the plight of the majority Malay ethnic group, including an ‘affirmative action’ programme for them based on quotas in education, employment and the awarding of government contracts.
 The securitising actor(s) were the dominant Malay elites who have continued to dominate the Malaysian government.  

Policies associated with the securitisation of the economy had significant repercussions on the minority groups.  The problem becomes more acute when seen from the context of the security referent, for clearly in the multi-ethnic society, the question that emerged is—whose (economic) security?  In securitising the economic security of the state and the dominant ethnic group, the government had created security dilemmas for the minority ethnic groups (Malaysian Chinese, Indians and others).   Since the Malaysian economy (and Malay rights) had already been securitised—i.e. taken beyond normal politics, this policy has resulted in the unintended consequences of having repressive ‘emergency’ measures meted out to those who question racial policies since this subject is still considered taboo for public discussions. Hence, any citizen assemblies that discussed and/or questioned the policies of affirmative action for the ethnic Malays (Bumiputra) would stand the risk of being perceived as inciting racial riots.  Individuals involved also face the possibility of being detained under the Internal Security Act ((ISA) that justifies detention without trial in the name of national security.   Interestingly, many of these types of measures remain in place till today in a state that can arguably be considered as no less democratic than its other neighbours like Thailand and the Philippines.  And, while the above measures are unpopular, there are no overt moves by the Malaysian authorities to repeal these policies.  This is despite the fact that other sectors of the society—NGOs and civil society groups have been putting the pressure on the government. In this regard, the successful securitisation of the economic rights of the ethnic Malays reflected the power differentials between the racial groups in the country. 

The Malaysian story of a state-led securitisation of poverty and economic development, although problematic nevertheless points to a number of considerations in why such a process had to be done in such an uneven way for the sake of racial harmony.  In so far as poverty is concerned, Malaysia has been one of the developing countries in Asia that had recorded an impressive and successful poverty reduction programme. The country’s incidence of poverty has drastically declined over the past three decades.  In 1970, while 49.3 per cent of the population were officially poor, this figure was brought down steadily to 20.7 per cent in 1985 and 8.7 per cent in 1995 and 5.1 per cent in 2002. Incidence of hard core poverty stands at 0.4 per cent in 2002.   In spite of the Asian economic crisis in 1997, poverty rate in 2003 stands at 4.5 per cent.
  At least from this angle, it could be argued that the state-led securitisation of poverty in Malaysia had been successful.

On a similar move at securitising its economy but whose motivations are different, one could also cite Malaysia’s experience during the 1997-98 financial crisis and analyse the decision of Malaysian leaders to impose capital controls.   It could be argued that the Malaysian government’s decision to adopt the policy of capital controls was in fact an emergency move to ‘securitise’ the Malaysian economy from global financial pressures.  The decision to adopt such policy, though perceived as an ‘illiberal’ move was but a necessary response to domestic political considerations to protect its currency from volatility.  This was therefore carried out despite the repercussions such move could have had on international markets and the position of the Malaysian economy.  Despite international concerns however, one could also suggest that there was societal support for such measures.  In fact, taking the decision to impose capital controls outside the realm of normal politics would have made formal public debate and acceptance unnecessary since the nature of the economic crisis required ‘emergency’ measures to mitigate the impact of the economic crisis on the country’s economy and welfare of its people. 

Indonesia’s Experience in Securitising Poverty 

The Indonesian case brings another dimension to securitisation of poverty.  Prior to the 1997 financial crisis, Indonesia did not have Malaysia’s equivalent of the NEP.  Nevertheless, Indonesia was one of the cases cited by the World Bank and the UNDP as having successful improved its economic conditions through its focused national development programmes.  In fact, the country’s remarkable stride was reflected in the kind of positive ranking it received from the UNDP’s human development index, categorising Indonesia as within the medium-developed economies.  The average annual growth rate of GDP in the last decade before the crisis hit in 1997 was more than 7 percent with a relatively low inflation rate of below 10 per cent.  Former Indonesian President was commonly referred to as Bapak Pembangunan (Father of Development) and whose long stay in power was guaranteed by the country’s long decade of economic development—also known as ‘performance legitimacy’. 

What is more interesting in the Indonesian story of securitisation is what happened during the period of the crisis (1997-98).   To be sure the crisis and its aftermath resulted in untold misery to many states and societies in East and Southeast Asia; but it also proved to unravel the legitimation that economic development had as a means to regime security/stability.
 The latter was clearly illustrated in the way the economic crisis had unfolded in Indonesia.   In the past, the ‘securitisation’ of poverty/economy was largely state-led but during the crises period, the process that could be discerned was led by non-state actors, as will be discussed below.  

The Indonesian story perhaps mirrored the gravity of the crisis and its impact on human, state and regional security.  Briefly, the financial crisis brought the Indonesian economy into a tailspin.  There was hyper-inflation and unemployment with rates that ballooned from the pre-crisis level of 10% to 24%.  This resulted in about 15 million people in the country rendered unemployed.  At the height of the crisis in mid-1998, poverty rates consequently shot up with the International Labour Organisation estimating that about 37% of the population, or 75 million people, were reduced to live below the poverty line (defined as U.S. $1 per person per day).
 This dire economic condition was in stark contrast to pre-1997 period when Indonesia was cited by the World Bank as the only country in the world that had remarkably improved its Human Development Index (HDI), after having started from a very low base in 1975.   In effect, the crisis reduced the country’s economy into shambles.

The crisis also triggered political unrest.  The government’s IMF-led economic restructuring policies that included the foreclosure of 16 banks and the steep price hike of basic commodities such as the 71% increase in petrol prices led to a number of student protests and public demonstrations staged in the several cities.  The 10-day student demonstration at Trisakti University in Indonesia that saw four students killed sparked a wave of violent riots that raged through the country’s capital, leading angry mobs to loot and burn buildings indiscriminately.  Hundreds of deaths were reported and people, who could, fled the country as the capital came to a standstill.
  Outside Jakarta, there were reports of ethnic and religious conflicts, which came as a great shock to a country that was known for its religious tolerance.  The violence that shook the country eventually led to the fall of President Suharto after 33 years in power.

The economic crisis was indeed a wake-up call to Indonesia and to other states in the region.  Indonesia’s neighbouring states, for instance, were not immune to the political turmoil that happened in Indonesia, particularly those that were badly hit by the crisis.  In Malaysia, palpable cleavages emerged among its political elites, especially after the ousting of the former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim who was perceived, among others, as having endangered the state’s economic security with his pro-IMF policies, which he introduced during the early stage of the crisis.
  In Thailand, the government of Chaovalit Choonhavan was forced to resign when political confrontation deepened as the country’s currency collapsed and as the devastation brought on by the crisis continued to wreck havoc to its economy.  The impact of the economic and political events in badly hit economies reverberated across the region and dashed hopes for early economic recovery for the rest of ASEAN.  It also exacerbated the loss of confidence in the region that was once the darling of foreign investors and other financial institutions.  Moreover, the events brought a number of uncertainties to regional security, including bilateral frictions among ASEAN members resulting from the effects of economic recession.

More importantly, the crisis in Indonesia also re-affirmed the close nexus between economics and security.  It reinforced the idea that the economy had to be (re) -‘securitised’ if regime security were to be ensured.  Yet, ironically, one of the lessons learnt at the height of the crisis was that no matter how convincing the arguments were for regime and economic security through rapid economic development, these approaches had become dismally inadequate against the new types of security threats that transcended borders.  

In contrast to the Malaysian state-led securitisation of its security during the crisis period, the Indonesian story of an NGO-led securitisation presents an interesting contrast.  In a recent study on the securitisation of poverty in Indonesia, Bob Hadiwinata argued that while governments should have moved to securitise poverty, given the threats it poses to the referent object—poor and vulnerable sector of the population—the latter had failed to protect the welfare of this people. 
   As a result, some NGOs decided to intervene to provide succour to the plight of the poor.

As noted earlier, one of the consequence of the financial crisis was the adoption by some countries, like Indonesia, of the IMF’s Structural Adjustment Policies (SAP).  As a result, the Indonesian government was forced to cut substantially the state subsidies on food, health care, education, petrol, etc.  Hadiwinata’s study showed that the impact of the SAPs on the poorer sectors of the populations, e.g. urban settlers—factory workers, shop assistants, street side traders, coolies who had lost their jobs—reduced them to live in squalid conditions.  Hadiwinata, quoting a study by Max Lane (1999) described their conditions are living in conditions where: ‘rubbish was piled everywhere, there is no water, the drains clogged by mosquitoes…children regularly suffer from cholera, typhus, meningitis, dysentery, skin disorders…and malnutrition.”

The government’s failure to securitise this condition, had however resulted in NGOs moving in to securitise the condition by ‘claiming to be the legitimate security agencies in providing human security to the underprivileged and neglected.’ 
  The attempts to securitise the plight of the poor led NGOs such as Suara Ibu Peduli (SIP), Kalyaamitra and the Urban Poor Consortium (UPC) to initiate, what Hadiwinata described as emergency measures, to provide the basic necessities to poor families.  But some of the NGOs way of securitisation also in led to speech acts which could be regarded as inflammatory and subversive.  Hadiwinata noted, for instance that in response to the government’s move to expel poor settlers from the ‘kampungs’ (village), some NGOs like the Urban Poor Consortium had mobilised the poor to respond by demonstrating against the local government office with placards carrying slogans like: “Pemerintah adalah musuh rakyat kecil!’ (government is the enemy of the poor).

But there were other NGOs that, in their securitisation of poverty, adopted a different approach.  In contrast to the UPC, Hadiwinata cited the experiences of the Bina Swadaya Yogyakarta (BSY) and CD-Bethesda NGOs that advocated a more self-help approach to address the appalling conditions of the urban poor.  CD-Bethesda, for instance, focused their efforts in providing primary health care treatments to those families who had lost or had no access at all to medical care through the formation and training of village health cadres.  Meanwhile, the BSY organised and set up micro-enterprises to solve facilitate access and distribution of  basic goods (food, petrol, water, etc) to poorer communities through problems through their PRA (participatory rural appraisal) programme.

In both these cases, Hadiwinata argued that absent state policies and intervention to alleviate the suffering of the poor, especially as a result of crises, the NGOS could offer alternative approaches to address and providing for the security of these people.  Yet, as observed as Hadiwinata, the securitisation move by the NGOs was met with reservations not only by state actors but even some members of the public.  In this case, a major challenge therefore that was faced by non-state actors as ‘securitising actors’ was to convince the Indonesian public of their competence and sincerity.   Nevertheless, in Hadiwinata’s assessment, the NGOs role during the crises period was a partially successful case of securitisating poverty.  It was partially successful because of the perceived lack of legitimacy of NGOs as an ‘agency with the authority to declare an emergency situation and convince the government that poverty was an existential threat to the security of the poor. 

The above discussion of two different cases of securitisation reveals that there can be different levels of securitisation of one NTS issue—i.e. poverty.  As differing levels are also predicated on the role that different actors take in how they want to ‘securitise’ and who/what  they want to secure.  In the case of state-led securitisation undertaken by Malaysia before and after the crisis, one could surmise that it was the state’s security that was being ‘securitised’ while in the Indonesian NGO-led securitisation during the crises, it was the human security of the poor and vulnerable that was being protected.  In both cases, problems arose that reflect the competing interests and different practices between actors involved in the complex process of securitisation. 

2.  Securitisation of Infectious Diseases

In the securitisation of infectious diseases, interesting dynamics of securitisation can be seen in the following two cases of successful securitisation and partial securitisation.  These dynamics are played out when we look at the nature of process involved in the securitisation of SARS and AIDS.  

The outbreak of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in 2003, turned out to be one of the most devastating and feared diseases in modern history.  It was instructive in that it demonstrated how the pandemic was more than a health crisis.  The news and narratives about SARS revealed the extent of the health crisis which was not limited to loss of life alone but extended to other areas—socio-economic, political, and security.   The virus infected about 8,000 people world-wide and killed nearly 800.  

The panic was however compounded by the fact that there was no known cure for SARS, and while the death of SARS was much lower than the quarter of a million casualties of the Boxing Day tsunami, many of the victims were health-care workers.  The psychological impact was significant.  In the words of Dr. Cecilia Chan, Director of the Centre for Behavioural Health at HKU)—“when doctors and nurses cannot take care of themselves—[become victims], the whole community panics.”
  To be sure, the SARS crisis placed the region’s medical capability to test.

The impact of SARS was not only psychological.  It also hit where it often matters most—severe economic impact. The extent of the economic impact of SARS was reflected in the sudden disruption of economic activity in several Asian economies.  Although the crisis lasted for about 5 months, the economic loss was estimated to be US$50 billion for the region and about US$150 billion worldwide. 
  These losses were largely due to losses in the tourism and travels sector that were badly hit when people began to shy away from travelling to SARS-affected countries like China, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Vietnam.  Topping all these was also the huge slump in the retail industry, which had seen a 20%-50% in business for many countries.

Moreover, SARS caused political ripples that had the potential to negatively impact on the government’s legitimacy and perceived ineffectiveness.  A case in point was China that was initially blamed for mismanaging the outbreak.  Beijing’s poor handling of SARS in the early stages undermined its credibility, and led to international calls for more transparency and accountability. For instance, the WHO’s former Director General Gro Harlem Brudtland remarked in a press statement that had Chinese authorities acted earlier and with more openness, the outbreak of the disease would have taken a different course.
  In order to win back confidence from the international community, Chinese health officials had consequently held press conferences on a daily basis to assuage concerns about SARS transmission in the country and assure the international community that the situation was under control.

Securitising SARS

The SARS episode presents some interesting indicators of how the infectious disease was securitised.  First was the clear speech act.   In the statements and press briefings coming from officials of Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines, SARS became ‘a national security concern’.  The national security adviser of the Philippines for instance even went to the extent of saying that ‘[the] SARS threat…was greater than any threat of terrorism in the country.’

Second, were the crisis management measures that were adopted, particularly the mandatory quarantine that were imposed in some states.  For example, the Singapore Health Ministry invoked the Infectious Diseases Act (IDA) to isolate people who were know to have been in contact with those who had fallen sick with SARS.  Similar measures were adopted in SARS-stricken countries in the region, including closure of schools and entertainment centres and other areas known to spread infection.  Although China was severely criticised for initially playing down the seriousness of the problem and its belated response in containing the spread of infection, the Chinese government eventually took action including the drastic step of controlling the movement of people in and out of the capital, Beijing, which has been a site for local transmission of the disease. 

There were also strict immigration and border controls.  Several countries adopted stringent measures to screen and control visitors from SARS-affected countries into their own countries.  Thermal imagers were installed in airports to scan and bar passengers with fevers from entering and leaving airports and other points of entry-exit.  There were also other more stringent measures introduced but later on reconsidered.  In ASEAN for example, Thailand and Malaysia had at one point banned entry of tourists coming in from China but withdrew it after quiet protests from China which in turn “retaliated” by preventing its citizens from travelling to Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand. But the policy to require their own citizens arriving from China and other SARS-affected areas to go on voluntary quarantine for about a week to 10 days stayed in place until the World Health Organisation (WHO) gradually removed the countries from its list of SARS-affected areas where the travel advisory applied.

The response to the SARS crisis was a good illustration of successful securitisation of infectious diseases SARS.  For badly hit countries in Southeast Asia like Singapore, Vietnam and even Philippines, the speed and efficiency by which governments responded to SARS was commendable.  

Securitisation at the regional level

As far as regional responses to contain SARS were concerned, the crisis generated unprecedented coordination among countries in ASEAN together with China, Japan and Korea (ASEAN +3), as seen by the hastily convened meetings among heads of governments and officials.  Singapore Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong and Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra led the initiatives to gather their regional counterparts to address the crisis.  Following the ASEAN + 3 health ministers meeting held in Kuala Lumpur on 26 April 2003, the Special ASEAN Summit on SARS as well as the Special ASEAN-China Leaders Meeting were held back to back in Bangkok on 29 April 2003.  During these meetings several measures were outlined to put in place regional mechanisms to address the multiplicity of issues brought on by the SARS crisis.  

The immediate measures agreed upon involved the exchange of information and best practices in containing infectious diseases; strengthening of cooperation among front line enforcement agencies such as health, immigration, customs, transport and law enforcement; and harmonisation of travel procedures to ensure proper health screening at the points of origin.  Another significant measure is the protection of foreign nationals who may be a suspect or probable SARS cases.

The short-to-mid term measures involved deepening cooperation between ASEAN and the WHO, as well as exploring possibility of developing a regional framework of rapid response to outbreaks of infectious diseases.  Malaysia, for example, has proposed the setting up a regional centre of disease control (CDC) while efforts are underway to develop further the ASEAN-Disease Surveillance Net, which coincidentally was set up in April 2003—at the height of the SARS crisis.

Securitising HIV/AIDS

While the response to SARS (or its securitisation) was effective in containing the spread of the disease, hence the argument for successful securitisation of infectious diseases, the governments’ responses to HIV/AIDs provide some interesting contrasts.   Attempts at securitisation have brought mixed results.  In a study by Ilavenil Ramiah on the securitisation of AIDS in Asia, he argues that despite the grave situation in the region, addressing the spread of HIV/AIDS is not getting the kind of urgency that it should get.  And, this is despite the fact that a number of actors including state actors have campaigned to securitise AIDS.
  

Ramiah’s point is that while there are already several actors that have attempted to securitised AIDS, the results have not been effective.  This, he argues, is a case of partial securitisation.

The author’s views on partial securitisation is underlined by the argument that if AIDS were ‘adequately securitised’, there would have been more mechanisms to manage the disease both domestically and regionally and that there would also be a declining trend in the rate of infections.  The picture is Asia however paints a grim picture. It is estimated for example that there are about 8.2 million people living with HIV at the end of 2004.
  In China, the Head of the Department of Disease Control of the Ministry of Health had warned that if the AIDS epidemic were not dealt with efficiently, by the year 2010, there could be more than 10 million HIV/AIDS patient in the country.
  Meanwhile, the figures are equally alarming in India. WHO’s estimates placed the HIV infections in India at 5.1 million, while current reports from New Delhi’s AIDS Charity group, Naz foundation, placed the figure closer to 15 million.
   In Cambodia, HIV/AIDS is now reported to be the country’s “killing field”.  A senior Cambodian health official have said that by 2010, more than half a million of the country’s 11.5 million population will suffer or die from AIDS.
  Similarly, the WHO cites Myanmar as another country which has one of the most serious HIV epidemics in Asia, adding that HIV has already become “entrenched in lower-risk populations in several parts of Myanmar.”
 

To Ramiah, successful securitisation of AIDS goes beyond the ‘speech act’ of declaring AIDS as a national crisis.  More importantly, these speeches should result in the creation of national authority for HIV/AIDS, that is responsible for policy formulation and coordination in the monitoring of the disease.  This would also require the formulation of framework for action that ‘drives the alignment of all partners’—(state officials, NGOs, and other civil society organizations)—which would then lead, among others, to (1) the establishment of standardised monitoring and evaluation for the prevention, care and treatment of AIDS, and (2) the mainstreaming of fighting HIV/AIDS into a major national development agendas.

IV.  Reflections on the two cases of securitisation

From the preceding discussion on the two cases of securitisation, we now examine some of key issues that had emerged in the complex process of securitisation.  These issues, in turn reflect the dilemmas that securitisation presents as a means to address a number of other non-traditional security issues as well.

A key issue in any securitisation process is the identity and role of the securitising actor.  The two cases have reinforced the idea that the state is a critical actor in most of the securitisation process that is taking place in the region.  With resources at its disposal, the state plays the dominant role in deciding which issues are to be securitised—poverty, economic development, infectious disease, illegal migration, etcetera.  Beyond the state’s speech act, the state can also ensure the successful process of securitisation by carrying out concrete policies and undertaking the necessary institutional and structural adjustments to see the process through.  In securitising poverty/economic security, we saw in 2 instances of how  the Malaysian government had acted to securitise the plight of the ethnic Malays in Malaysia (post 1970s)—and in the process securitise its economic and political stability, and in the decision of Malaysian leaders to impose capital controls (in 1997) to insulate its economy from currency volatility caused by the financial crisis.  Similarly, we saw the critical role that governments played in stemming the transmission of SARS by introducing emergency measures like quarantine, and immigration and border controls. 

On the other hand, while states are powerful actors in the securitisation of NTS issues, they could also be obstacles in attempts to securitise other NTS issues.  As mentioned in the paper, when the SARS crisis began to spiral, China was accused of trying to conceal the extent to which the transmission of infection was taking place in some of its provinces until the situation got out of hand.  Similarly, in the current fight against the possible outbreak of the Avian flu, there had reports that Indonesia hid the information about infection for about two years until the number of infected Avian-flu cases shot up.
  

The above cases highlight the problem of securitising certain issues that bring attention on the domestic conditions of state’s capacity and governance.  Given that states will prefer to seek alternative strategies to address a threat so as not to weaken their legitimacy, other securitising agents (NGOs or international organizations) will find it difficult to proceed in securitising an issue if there is resistance from the state.  Thus, what this means is that securitisation can run directly counter to the strong norm against internal interference that extends across the region.  

There are, however, exceptions to the centrality of the state in the securitisation process, especially in times of unexpected crises.  As shown in the case of securitising poverty in Indonesia during the 1997 crisis, NGOs and civil society groups “entered the arena” and became the main securitising actors, providing the necessary intervention (food and health care) at a time when the state failed to attend to the emergency needs of the poor.  To be sure, this securisation had heightened the growing tensions between state and NGOs, especially at the time when the state was already weakened as a result of the crises.  Nonetheless, it is significant to note that in a democratising state like Indonesia, despite competing interests NGOs had been allowed the space to intervene and draw from their own resources to respond to security concerns of certain sectors in the society without having to clash directly with the interest of the state.  But equally significant is the fact that different actors with different resource constraints also account for differing levels of securitisation.

Another key issue, and closely related to the above role of securitising actors, are the normative tensions that emerge from the securitisation process.  While it can be argued that securitisation may be good for reasons for efficacy—meaning that by securitizing an issue area like poverty, actors may be able to draw attention to the issue and mobilise more resources—it could have unintended consequences. These can also come in various forms, especially when there are differing levels of securitisation like in the case of Malaysia that securitised economic development but, in the process, also gave preference to a particular referent object by securitising the plight of the dominant ethnic group.  As a result, this led to the marginalisation of other members of the society.  In the Indonesian case during the crisis period, one could see how the state, in the process of ‘securitising’ the economy by adopting SAP, had caused the dislocation of millions of workers and added more problems to the already suffering poor in the country.

The same concerns also apply to other NTS issues, like illegal migration.  Regardless of the whose is being protected—state or individual, securitising illegal migration could lead to greater abuse of state authority and repression of the rights of invidividuals.  One could also argue that securitising the issue is not only bad on normative grounds but could also be counter-productive since this does not necessarily lead to more efficient solution to the problem of illegal migration.

A third issue that is related to uneven securitisation is the nature of the NTS threat and the urgency that it commands.  This can be seen in the different way SARS (and now, Avian Flu) has been handled compared to how HIV/AIDs had been managed.  While one could argue that the two types of infectious diseases are equally fatal, the impact that SARS had on the economy at so short a time and the virulence of the disease led many states, including international organizations like the WHO to give utmost priority in addressing the problem.  But given the fact that compared to SARS and AIDS, deaths from Malaria are estimated to reach 3,000 daily,
 and that about 1,000 people die of tuberculosis (TB) every day
--one need not go any further to appreciate the need to securitise all types of infectious diseases.   However, these diseases are still essentially treated like medical problems rather than one of security.  In this instance, we see two different levels/degrees of securitisation: one is the ‘securitisation’ of SARS and Avian Flu and the other is still the ‘medicalisation’ of HIV/AIDS and other infectious diseases.

A related issue to the differences in threat perception is the varying impact on concerns for governance and human rights.  What was interesting in the ‘securitisation’ of SARS was that while the emergency measures taken respectively by each states were draconian to some extent, there was less furore about the violation of human rights when quarantine orders were issued.  Although the securitising actors were largely the states, there was societal support to securitise SARS to urgently respond to the health threats to people and states.  One could therefore suggest that the ‘successful’ securitisation of SARS was more to do with the urgency posed by the security threat rather than about good governance, transparency and accountability.   As the SARS experience has revealed, it did not take much to convince anyone that SARS presented a clear and present danger to human lives, an unseen ‘enemy’ that had to be securitised.  

Finally, a salient factor that needs to be highlighted in the securitisation of NTS in the region is the different conceptualisation of security that has an important bearing on deciding what issues should be securitised and how this going to be done.  More often than not, the choice of which NTS to securitise (e.g. economic security, infectious diseases, etc) is predicated on the dominant conception of security, i.e. comprehensive, state-centric security rather than human security.  And since the dominant actor in the region remains the state, and thus becomes the main ‘securitising’ actor—it follows that securitisation of any NTS issue is predicated on the kinds of issues which are considered vital to the political survival of the regime or state.
   This is clearly illustrated in the way economic development rather than poverty had been the focus of securitisation in some instances.  It also explains why illegal migration continues to be regarded as a major NTS threat.   Clearly, against this trend, the idea of human security—drawing attention to the insecurities of individuals and societies—cannot advance further.

In conclusion, if the aim of securitisation were to better address emerging NTS concerns, against the dilemmas that arise from the uneven processes of securitisation, a better alternative might be to give more attention to building the capacity of institutions at all levels of governance that could best address and cope with the huge list of NTS concerns that confront the region.    
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