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Introduction 

Traditional security issues in the Asia-Pacific, such as tensions on the Korean Peninsula or disputes 
over the South China Sea, consistently attract the attention of policymakers within the region and 
abroad. But their consequences for ordinary people are often dwarfed by the fallout from nontradi-
tional security (NTS) events. NTS events are defined as “those challenges that affect the survival and 
well-being of peoples and states that arise primarily out of nonmilitary sources, such as climate 
change, resource scarcity, infectious diseases, natural disasters, irregular migration, famine, people 
smuggling, drug trafficking and transnational crime.”1 Other NTS topics include public health, cy-
bersecurity, and maritime safety.  

In 2015 alone, the Asia-Pacific region incurred $45.1 billion in economic losses due to 160 natu-
ral disasters, which affected almost sixty million people and resulted in 16,046 deaths.2 Since 1970, 
more than two million people have died and $1.15 trillion has been lost due to natural disasters in 
the region.3 The 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami alone left approximately 190,000 peo-
ple dead and caused $10 billion in economic losses.4 

For countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the human and economic 
losses from NTS threats can be staggering. Cyclone Nargis, which hit Myanmar in May 2008, af-
fected more than seven million people, leaving some eighty-five thousand dead, fifty-three thousand 
missing, twenty thousand injured, and eight hundred thousand homeless. $780 million in economic 
losses were reported, about 3 percent of Myanmar’s gross domestic product (GDP) that year.5 

The humanitarian and economic consequences of NTS threats have destabilizing effects on re-
gional peace and security. Disasters’ economic and social costs consume resources that otherwise 
could be channeled toward economic growth and social welfare. Therefore, managing NTS 
threats is as important as coping with traditional security threats.  

There have been bilateral and multilateral attempts at cooperation on NTS in the Asia-Pacific, but 
they are not enough. Trilateral cooperation among the United States, ASEAN, and South Korea 
(also known as the Republic of Korea, or ROK) would benefit not just the participating parties, but 
also the region as a whole. Such cooperation would allow South Korea to contribute to the region 
and is consistent with the Moon Jae-in government’s foreign policy. It would also advance the U.S.-
South Korean alliance and give South Korea experience that could be used in future NTS crises in 
North Korea such as famines, natural disasters, or pandemics. 

The United States, ASEAN, and South Korea should start by focusing on humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief (HADR) and transnational crime. Natural disasters in particular have the most 
devastating consequences and urgently need coordinated efforts by regional countries. HADR co-
operation could lead to progress on issues such as environmental protection, climate change, and 
public health. 
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NTS Threats in Southeast Asia 

Concerns over NTS threats gained momentum in Southeast Asia in the late 1990s and into the 
2000s. A number of high-profile events sparked concern for NTS issues: the severe haze that affected 
many ASEAN countries in 1997; the 2003 outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS); 
the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami; the 2005 spread of avian influenza; Cyclone Nargis 
that hit Myanmar in 2008; and severe typhoons that hit the Philippines in 2009.  

ASEAN countries have established cooperative institutions in response to these threats (appen-
dix 1). In addition, the ASEAN+3 (which includes ASEAN countries, China, Japan, and South Korea) 
and East Asia Summit (EAS) frameworks focus on regional NTS threats along with economic co-
operation. Given ASEAN countries’ sensitivities regarding traditional defense cooperation, working 
together on NTS issues has been an effective way to build greater security ties among nations (ap-
pendix 2).  

In recent years, ASEAN has been building the ASEAN Community, which has three main pillars: 
the ASEAN Political Security Community (APSC), ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), and 
ASEAN Sociocultural Community (ASCC). The APSC and ASCC blueprints each include strong 
NTS components. The APSC blueprint, for example, encourages international cooperation in areas 
such as transnational crime, human trafficking, drug trafficking, terrorism, small arms trafficking, 
cybercrime, and disaster management and emergency response.6 The ASCC blueprint proposes an 
ASEAN that is safe, disaster resilient, climate adaptive, and drug free. These blueprints address hu-
manitarian assistance and disaster relief, public health, migration, climate change, food and water 
security, and energy security, among other issues.7 

Despite these promises and enthusiasm, it is unclear if the existing institutions for NTS coopera-
tion in ASEAN are adequate and are working as intended. ASEAN cooperation is a form of “soft 
cooperation,” meaning that the institutions are not quite rules-based and enforcement is weak. Some 
political scientists have pointed out that ASEAN cooperation in coping with the regional haze prob-
lem is merely a form of soft regionalism, meaning that cooperation has been informal and not legally 
binding.8 Others argue that ASEAN cooperation on environmental issues faces the same fate: im-
pressive institutional arrangements without genuine working institutions or concrete results.9  
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U.S.-ASEAN-ROK Cooperation on NTS Issues 

U.S.-ASEAN-ROK cooperation on NTS issues has the potential to boost the ASEAN-ROK part-
nership. Since South Korea and ASEAN formed a partnership in 1989, there have been numerous 
political, economic, and sociocultural areas of cooperation between the two sides. With the advent 
of the ASEAN+3 cooperation mechanism, the breadth and depth of bilateral cooperation has ex-
panded. There is, nevertheless, vast room for improvement. Seoul can work together with Washing-
ton on trilateral cooperation to learn how to make ASEAN-ROK cooperation more strategic and to 
clarify its goals. In addition, the combined resources of the United States and South Korea would do 
much to address various NTS threats in Southeast Asia. 

The United States and South Korea have developed a solid alliance partnership over the past years, 
but this has focused on more traditional security concerns, particularly those relating to North Ko-
rea.10 This partnership should expand to include NTS issues. This would contribute to the building 
of a comprehensive partnership between the two countries and would reduce the political burden 
caused by the fundamentally military nature of the alliance as it stands now.  

In addition, U.S.-ASEAN-ROK cooperation on NTS could help South Korea manage issues re-
lating to North Korea. For example, North Korea is particularly susceptible to the adverse effects of 
climate change due to decades of deforestation and economic mismanagement. Consequently, North 
Korea is vulnerable to natural disasters, and the country’s poor infrastructure will only make things 
worse. It is not clear if the regime is prepared to handle pandemic outbreaks, and its public health 
system is generally of poor quality. North Korea still faces the chronic threat of famine, an NTS issue 
that was particularly acute in the country during the mid to late 1990s when more than three hundred 
thousand people starved to death.11 ASEAN has experience dealing with similar situations. 

If a severe NTS crisis hit North Korea, the country could receive a flood of international aid or 
even international intervention. Trilateral U.S.-ASEAN-ROK cooperation on NTS will provide in-
valuable experience for South Korea to manage such an emergency in North Korea. 

Thanks to South Korea’s rapid economic growth and democratic advancement, many nations ex-
pect Seoul to do more on international issues. Over the past few years, beginning with the “Global 
Korea” slogan and its active role in the Group of Twenty (G20), South Korea has been trying to po-
sition itself as a so-called global middle power, a country whose diplomatic power is taken seriously 
by other nations. Trilateral cooperation on NTS issues would help South Korea strengthen this po-
sition. However, the South Korean government does not have a clear idea about how to act as a global 
middle power and popular support for the concept is still weak. There is a long way to go for South 
Korea to become a genuine middle power. Trilateral cooperation on NTS would help Seoul move in 
that direction.  
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ASEAN-ROK Cooperation on NTS Issues 

South Korea has developed ties with ASEAN countries on NTS issues as a subset of wider ASEAN-
ROK relations. The period during which ASEAN countries became increasingly sensitive to NTS 
threats coincided with heightened South Korean enthusiasm about wider regional cooperation in 
East Asia. Under Kim Dae-jung’s leadership, South Korea was active in the early days of ASEAN+3 
cooperation. Seoul proposed major initiatives such as the East Asia Vision Group, East Asia Study 
Group, East Asia Forum, and others, which were instrumental for the consolidation of the 
ASEAN+3. South Korea’s concerns soon expanded to include NTS cooperation with ASEAN coun-
tries.12  

As indicated in the ASEAN-ROK Plan of Action 2016–2020, the two parties are working to-
gether on a number of issues. There are cooperative mechanisms on maritime safety, maritime envi-
ronment protection, and search and rescue operations at sea; on antiterrorism, which includes con-
trolling the flow of people, implementing the law, and focusing on transportation safety and financ-
ing; and on human trafficking, small arms trafficking, piracy, money laundering, drug trafficking, and 
cybercrime. There is also ongoing cooperation between ASEAN and South Korea on disaster man-
agement, environmental issues, and human rights, particularly focusing on protecting women and 
children.  

South Korea also participates in various NTS cooperation mechanisms together with ASEAN 
under the umbrella of ASEAN+3, EAS, and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). South Korea is 
particularly active in three fields: HADR, terrorism/transnational crime, and public health. The Re-
public of Korea cochaired the ARF Inter-Sessional Meeting on Disaster Relief together with Thai-
land from 2015 to 2017. During this time, South Korea financially supported developing an inte-
grated information system for managing disasters via the ASEAN-ROK Cooperation Fund. South 
Korea also supported meetings, initiatives, and workshops against violent extremism and transna-
tional crime such as the ASEAN workshop on criminal financing and the EAS statement against 
violent extremism. In 2015, South Korea led regional countries to adopt an EAS statement on raising 
regional awareness of public health issues and pandemics.  

Since the start of the Lee Myung-bak presidency in 2008, South Korea has sought a growing role 
and responsibility in global and regional affairs. This period saw a steady increase in South Korea’s 
official development assistance (ODA) budget, some of which was put toward NTS cooperation with 
ASEAN countries. South Korea’s ODA disbursement goes to more than one hundred countries 
around the world, with 20 to 25 percent going directly to Southeast Asian countries.13  

South Korea’s development assistance to ASEAN countries will likely increase in coming years. 
This will provide momentum for ASEAN-ROK dialogue on NTS as well. South Korea’s ODA has 
continually increased (table 1), and this is likely to continue given the strong government and public 
support for it.14 Furthermore, South Korea’s total ODA amounts to just 0.14 percent of the coun-
try’s gross national income (GNI), far below the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment’s (OECD) recommendation of 0.7 percent. South Korea aims to have ODA reach 0.2 per-
cent of its GNI by 2020.15  
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Table 1. South Korea’s Official Development Assistance Budget 

 
Source: OECD development assistance committee statistics and South Korean government’s projection for 2017 and 
2018.16 

 
The South Korean government targets many of its loans and grants to be used for infrastructure 

development abroad. The lion’s share of grants goes to public health, education, and humanitarian 
assistance. More than 20 percent of the grants go toward issues that are closely related to South Ko-
rea’s NTS cooperation with ASEAN.  

 
 

Table 2. Allocation of South Korea’s Official Development Assistance in 2017  
 

 
 
Source: ROK Committee for International Development Cooperation.17 
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Status of U.S.-ASEAN-ROK Cooperation on NTS Issues 

U.S.-ASEAN-ROK cooperation on NTS issues is currently limited to just a few exceptional circum-
stances. For instance, the United States and South Korea are partners in the ASEAN Regional Fo-
rum Disaster Relief Exercise and they work together on the Lower Mekong Initiative. These efforts, 
however, are not trilateral among the United States, ASEAN, and South Korea, since each country 
joins as a member of the ARF or as one of many countries in each project.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that there were requests from the U.S. side to work trilaterally on 
NTS threats in Southeast Asia during the Barack Obama administration. As part of its pivot to Asia, 
the Obama administration wanted South Korea to join in strategic cooperation with the United 
States, Australia, India, and Japan. When the United States found that the South Korean government 
was dragging its feet in joining the strategic coalition, an alternative U.S. approach was to have South 
Korea work on NTS issues in Southeast Asia and the Asia-Pacific. On the one hand, given the history 
of disputes and tensions between the two countries, the South Korean government viewed working 
together with Japan as politically sensitive, even as part of a larger U.S.-led strategic effort. On the 
other hand, South Korea was afraid of potential blowback from China.  

The real issue, however, was not about avoiding controversies concerning cooperation with Japan 
or blowback from China. The problem was that the South Korean policy community did not push 
the initiative enough. Experts looking at South Korea’s cooperation with ASEAN and other small 
and medium-sized countries in the region were not well-informed about trilateral cooperation. 
Meanwhile, those who were closely focused on U.S. policy initiatives did not take the idea of trilateral 
cooperation seriously. Invariably, those who were informed about the idea conceived of ASEAN and 
NTS cooperation as a marginal issue and instead prioritized U.S.-ROK bilateral issues, Korean Pen-
insula issues, and other more traditional security concerns. In short, there was a mismatch among 
policymakers on the South Korean side that hindered trilateral cooperation on NTS.  
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Moon Jae-in and U.S.-ASEAN-ROK Trilateral Cooperation 

South Korea’s ODA continued to grow under the conservative governments of Lee Myung-bak and 
Park Geun-hye. As progressive governments tend to support South Korea’s international contribu-
tions, the Moon Jae-in administration could be more proactive on forging greater cooperation with 
ASEAN on NTS issues.  

The unifying themes of South Korean foreign policy under Moon and Foreign Minister Kang 
Kyung-wha include “responsibility,” “multilateralism,” and “values.” The “Northeast Asia Plus 
Community of Responsibility” (NAP) is one of the Moon government’s one-hundred major policy 
goals.18 “Responsibility” in this context means that the Republic of Korea will fulfill its duties to fos-
ter peace and prosperity in the region. 

Kang was a surprising choice as foreign minister since she was not particularly close to Moon’s 
presidential campaign or to the Minjoo Party (the Democratic Party). Her career at the United Na-
tions raised hopes for a new direction for South Korean foreign policy focusing on multilateralism 
and with an emphasis on universal values, such as human rights, democracy, and rule of law. Kang is 
known as an expert on multilateral diplomacy.19 In addition, both Moon and Kang stress values such 
as human rights, good governance, democracy, and free trade.  

Moon’s NAP initiative puts ASEAN at the center of South Korea’s foreign policy. According to a 
report to the presidential office prepared by the policy planning committee, NAP has three pillars: 
Northeast Asia, new Nordpolitik, and the New Southern Initiative (NSI), which is targeted at 
ASEAN and India.20 The Moon government will probably allocate more resources to South Korea’s 
economic, political, security, and sociocultural cooperation with ASEAN countries. Unlike with pre-
vious governments, the Moon government is unlikely to pressure on ASEAN countries to review 
their ties with North Korea. It is also probable that the Moon government will allocate more re-
sources to address regional NTS threats through cooperation with ASEAN. This is not just an op-
portunity for the Moon government, but also an opportunity for meaningful U.S.-ASEAN-ROK 
trilateral cooperation.  
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The Ineffective Reverse Hub-and-Spoke System 

To foster U.S.-ASEAN-ROK trilateral cooperation on NTS, the parties should fix the so-called re-
verse hub-and-spoke system. Today, ASEAN is the hub that receives financial and technical assis-
tance from outside countries such as the United States, Australia, China, Japan, and South Korea. 
Among ASEAN countries, this reverse hub-and-spoke phenomenon is less visible. To an extent, this 
relationship is the natural result of official development assistance flowing from wealthy external 
countries to ASEAN developing countries. Often ODA and NTS cooperation in the region are used 
interchangeably, which is not appropriate.  

This system incentivizes outside donors to compete to give assistance to ASEAN as a way of aug-
menting their influence, but this results in overlapping NTS cooperation systems and an ineffective 
utilization of resources. Moreover, this structure discourages more economically developed ASEAN 
countries from taking the initiative in resolving regional NTS threats and providing assistance to 
neighboring countries. Lastly, there is little effort to communicate among the spoke countries, with-
out which NTS cooperation in the region cannot be effective.  

A trilateral framework can make a meaningful contribution to address this structural problem. 
With the United States, ASEAN, and South Korea working together to relieve regional NTS threats, 
more developed ASEAN countries should be encouraged to provide necessary financial resources, 
skills, and technologies.  
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Cooperation on HADR and Transnational Crime 

Efforts to promote humanitarian assistance and disaster relief and to fight transnational crime (TNC) 
are the most promising areas for trilateral NTS cooperation. There are many existing cooperative 
institutions on HADR in the region, although their capabilities are questionable. HADR threats have 
the potential to significantly damage the stability, prosperity, and well-being of the region. HADR is 
a good item for trilateral cooperation because of the severity of natural disasters in the region and 
also because cooperation on HADR could lead to cooperation on other issues.  

In many cases, natural disasters such as typhoons, floods, or droughts in Southeast Asia and the 
Asia-Pacific are tied to climate change. When a region is devastated by a natural disaster, this is typ-
ically followed by the spread of diseases. If trilateral NTS cooperation first focuses on HADR issues, 
then it can easily be expanded to include climate change, environment issues, and combating com-
municable diseases.  

Transnational crime would be an ideal issue for cooperation among the United States, ASEAN, 
and South Korea. This can include issues such as small arms trafficking, human trafficking, drug 
trafficking, money laundering, and even transnational terrorism. These are major threats to people’s 
daily lives and are the biggest sources of national and regional instability. If trilateral cooperation can 
address TNC, it would enhance the quality of life in the region. 

With the exception of tensions on the Korean Peninsula or in the South China Sea, TNC is the 
most prominent issue that undermines the peace and stability of the region. By tackling TNC, trilat-
eral cooperation can contribute to capacity-building in the region’s police and border control forces. 
TNC is also closely related to corruption in many countries, as crimes may be committed under the 
auspices of corrupt politicians or military/police forces. Tighter control over TNC has the potential 
to discourage potential terrorist activities by nonstate actors or state actors such as North Korea. 
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Recommendations 

The following recommendations would enhance U.S.-ASEAN-ROK trilateral cooperation to ad-
dress nontraditional security threats. 
 
 Focus on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. Natural disasters are the most serious concern 

in the region, resulting in disproportionate casualties and economic losses. Working on HADR 
issues will also pave the way for cooperation on issues such as climate change, the environment, 
public health, and pandemics. The United States, ASEAN, and South Korea should setup a dia-
logue or research project among government and nongovernment actors to survey existing 
HADR arrangements to avoid duplicating efforts; draw a plan of action to address regional 
HADR issues; and work to raise awareness of natural disaster issues in the region. Government 
projects can be built based on the findings of this research. The project should include not just 
experts on international relations and area specialists, but also experts on natural disasters and 
humanitarian assistance.  

 
 Fix the reverse hub-and-spoke system. Economically and technically capable ASEAN countries 

should be donating aid instead of receiving it. Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand could be the 
candidates for this shift. A title for these more advanced ASEAN countries, such as the “ASEAN 
Donor Club,” is needed to persuade these countries to be more proactive in taking action and 
making contributions. Being identified as donors is likely to elevate the prestige and reputation 
of these countries in the region. In addition, these selected countries are directly and indirectly 
affected by natural disasters; sharing their knowledge and capacity to address HADR issues 
abroad would enable them to build up their own domestic expertise. 

 
 Effectively coordinate policy among donor countries. The United States, Australia, China, the Euro-

pean Union, Japan, New Zealand, and South Korea should all contribute to the aforementioned 
dialogue or research project or to government-to-government cooperation. These countries are 
individually active in NTS cooperation with ASEAN. By sharing knowledge and capacity and by 
coordinating their individual efforts to address regional NTS issues, a far more effective scheme 
to deal with NTS threats could be developed. This multilateral arrangement could start with co-
ordination on HADR and later expand to cover other NTS threats.  

 
 Expand the U.S.-ROK alliance to cover cooperation on regional NTS threats. The first step of this re-

arrangement should be to assess the current state of knowledge and capacity on both sides. The 
United States and South Korea have to share what they have in order to address regional NTS 
threats. A task force can be created under the U.S.-ROK 2+2 Foreign and Defense Ministers’ 
Meeting and the U.S.-ROK Combined Forces Command for military-to-military efforts.  

 
 Create an institution to handle U.S.-ASEAN-ROK trilateral NTS cooperation. The ASEAN Political-
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Security Community Department in the ASEAN Secretariat is a promising institution that could 
take on this role. The United States and South Korea have to take an incremental approach. The 
two countries should begin by exploring trilateral cooperation with ASEAN within the ASEAN 
Regional Forum or East Asian Summit. If the three parties can devise an interim arrangement, 
then a framework for trilateral cooperation can be launched. After a few years of cooperation, 
this can be followed by building a permanent institution for U.S.-ASEAN-ROK trilateral NTS 
cooperation.  

 
In addition, South Korea should review its NTS ties with its neighbors in the region. Particularly for 
HADR, military participation is unavoidable. The South Korean military has been reluctant to take 
on responsibilities outside of the Korean Peninsula. Since the Moon Jae-in government is empha-
sizing South Korea’s regional contributions and responsibilities, this is a good time for the South 
Korean military to expand the scope of its operations and be more active in managing regional NTS 
threats. The Moon administration should begin a comprehensive review of the South Korean mili-
tary’s capacity to identify what kinds of assets are available for this purpose.  
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Conclusion 

Nontraditional security issues in the Asia-Pacific are as important as—or more important than—tra-

ditional security issues. More people’s lives are threatened and more economic losses are incurred by 

various NTS threats than by traditional security threats in the Asia-Pacific. Addressing NTS threats 

can enhance peace, stability, and prosperity in the region. Unfortunately, efforts to solve NTS issues in 

the region have been less than satisfactory. 

The United States can use its political, military, and economic capabilities to deepen its involvement 

in the region to deal with NTS threats, filling a space between hard U.S. military power and soft cul-

tural and developmental assistance power. In this area, U.S.-ASEAN-ROK trilateral cooperation could 

bolster efforts to counter NTS threats and open a new chapter for the U.S.-ROK alliance, which so far 

has been narrowly defined as an arrangement on Korean Peninsula issues. 
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Appendix 1. ASEAN Institutions Focused on NTS Cooperation 
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Source: Compiled by author based on various ASEAN documents.  
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Appendix 2. ASEAN+3 NTS Cooperation Institutions 

 
Source: Compiled by author based on various ASEAN documents.  
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