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An examination of  both armed conflicts 
and multilateral peacekeeping operations 
(MPO) worldwide shows an interesting 
relationship between the two in some re-
gions. In the Middle East, the Americas 
and Africa the correlation between con-
flicts and MPO, sanctioned or authorized 
by the UN Security Council, is relatively 
proportional. In Asia and Europe, how-
ever, a very asymmetrical relationship is 
apparent. Europe has witnessed 8 per 
cent of  armed conflict worldwide over 
the past decade and a half. Yet a third 
of  all peacekeeping operations have oc-
curred in this region. In comparison, 
Asia has developed as the number one 
hot spot for armed conflict, claiming 
40 per cent of  the overall stake. In spite 
of  this, only slightly over a tenth of  all 
MPO have taken place in the region (see 
Graph 1 and 2).

Southeast Asia (SEA) is particularly 
affected by this asymmetrical phenome-
non. The region has witnessed serious 
armed conflict and internal unrest in the 
majority of  its ten states. In recent times 
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Indone-
sia and The Philippines have been parti-
cularly affected.  Yet, peacekeeping ope-
rations in the post-Cold War era have 
been rare and limited to Cambodia in the 
early 1990s (UN) and East Timor since 
1999 (INTERFET and UN). What is the 
reason for this disproportional ratio of  
armed conflict to peacekeeping in the 
SEA region? 

The immediate answer lies in the ana-
lysis of  the actors undertaking peace-
keeping operations. Since 1990 half  of  
all MPO have been conducted by regi-
onal organizations, followed by the UN 
with 37 per cent and ad hoc coalitions 
with 16 per cent (Graph 3). A lack of  

enforcement capabilities, amongst other 
things, has meant that the UN has incre-
asingly subcontracted tasks to the abo-
ve-mentioned actors. Regional organisa-
tions which are located between the UN 
and ad hoc coalitions in the hierarchy of  
legitimacy regarding peacekeeping, have 
been particularly active in Europe, Af-
rica, and to a lesser degree the Americas. 
This is as opposed to Asia where orga-
nisations, particularly in the sub-region 
represented by the Association of  Sou-
theast Asian Nations (ASEAN), have 
been noticeably reserved. 

Consequently, the conduct of  peace-
keeping operations as the SEA region 
shows, is not solely dependent on the 
existence of  regional organizations. In-
stead, it is their effectiveness, willingness 
and ability to both undertake and fi-
nance such MPO which are crucial. Why 
then is the SEA region not reflective of  
the overall trend in the post-Cold War 
era towards both increased peacekeeping 
and outsourcing of  such MPO to regio-

nal organisations and ad hoc coalitions? 
In order to understand the lack of  MPO 
in the SEA region one has to examine 
the issue from an economical, political 
and strategic standpoint. 

Hurdles to Peacekeeping
At first glance, it appears that the ma-
jor hurdle to MPO in the region is the 
difficulty which SEA states may face in 
financing such operations. The costs for 
MPO in SEA over the past two decades 
have amounted to around $5.5 billion. 
Half  of  all ASEAN nations (Brunei, Laos, 
Cambodia, Myanmar, Vietnam) have an 
annual military expenditure smaller than 
this amount. Is the UN, with its top con-
tributors being the US, Japan, Germany, 
UK and France, therefore better suited 
financially to conduct such operations? 
Not necessarily. ASEAN states could fi-
nance peacekeeping if  the more pros-
perous states (of  course, this is relative 
compared to Western standards) such 
as Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, Singa-

The Absence of ASEAN:  
Peacekeeping in Southeast Asia

Since the end of the Cold War peacekeeping has become an increasingly popular tool to address conflicts 
worldwide. More than two-thirds of all peacekeeping operations have occurred over the past eighteen years 
alone. Contemporary peacekeeping has been used foremost to settle internal unrest and violence, rather 
than conflict between states. Unlike military enforcement action, peacekeeping has to adhere to what Alex 
J. Bellamy refers to as the ‘Holy Trinity’ of operational principles: consent, impartiality and minimum use of 
force. (Bellamy, 2004). Consequently, states tend to accept peacekeeping operations on their territory more 
readily than they do peace enforcement action. 
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pore and The Philippines were willing 
to carry the main burden. In 2007 the 
military expenditure of  the ten ASEAN 
countries combined, topped $64 billion 
which is more than ten times the amount 
used for MPO in the region since 1990. 
Hence, the barrier to peacekeeping ope-
rations through ASEAN is not so much 
economic in nature, as it is political and 
strategic.

To begin with SEA is deeply charac-
terized by the colonial past of  its mem-
ber states. Having spent significant time 
fighting for independence they now clo-
sely guard their sovereignty. SEA na-
tions are furthermore all members of  
the so-called Non-Aligned Movement 
or Group of  77 at the UN (now con-
sisting of  more than 130 states) which 
strongly advocate a doctrine of  non-in-
tervention. The embrace of  these prin-
ciples is clearly reflected in the ASEAN 
Charter which calls for the “respect for 
the independence, sovereignty, equality, 
territorial integrity and national identity 
of  all ASEAN member states” (Article 
2, 2a). Peacekeeping, despite its operati-
onal principles of  consent, impartiality 
and minimum use of  force, cannot help 
but challenge the territorial integrity and 
political independence of  the host state 
by the mere presence of  foreign troops. 
This alone is sufficient for ASEAN to 
be uncomfortable with the practice of  

peacekeeping.
As a result, the organisation’s ap-

proach to conflict management has 
been characterized by consensus based 
decision-making and has focused on 
four core aspects: first, regular ASEAN 
meetings; secondly, multilateral treaties; 
thirdly, the ASEAN Ad Hoc body es-
tablished in 1999 to address security is-
sues; and fourthly bilateral negotiations, 
including referral of  disputes to the In-
ternational Court of  Justice if  necessary 
(Caballero-Anthony, 2005). These steps 
have successfully enabled ASEAN to 
prevent the outbreak of  armed conflict 
between member states. Violence wi-
thin borders, however, has not been pre-
vented through these measures. Instead 
there is a dominant belief  that internal 
conflict and causes thereof  need to be 
addressed and solved on a national ba-
sis. As long as ASEAN vehemently re-
jects direct involvement in the domestic 
affairs of  member states and places a 
premium on political independence and 
territorial integrity, the quest for a region 
free of  internal unrest and violence can-
not be achieved.

From a strategic standpoint the need 
to preserve internal unity within ASEAN 
against external forces, particularly 
China, has tended to dominate security 
concerns. According to Austrian acade-
mic Alfred Gerstl, there remains a large 

distrust even amongst member states re-
garding possible external interference. 
Despite overarching security goals, regi-
onal collaboration in SEA has therefore 
focused primarily on economic, tech-
nical and cultural affairs (Gerstl, 2008). 
Regarding security, there is a widespread 
perception within ASEAN that threats 
emanating from internal conflicts tend to 
be limited to a state’s respective borders 
rather than being transnational. The con-
clusion drawn by ASEAN is that such in-
ternal conflict and violence poses a local, 
not a regional problem. Therefore, no 
external interference, including peace-
keeping, is necessary. This is, of  course, 
not always true. Refugee flows, separatist 
movements, Islamic fundamentalism, 
narcotics and pandemics are just some 
of  the threats which have come to be 
transnational in nature. As a result, there 
is an urgent need for ASEAN to take on 
peacekeeping responsibilities. Today, re-
gional organisations are the main opera-
tors of  MPO and ASEAN can no longer 
defer the responsibility for such actions 
solely to the UN (Cambodia) or ad hoc 
coalitions led by states outside the region 
(East Timor). In addition, regional orga-
nisations provide a substantial platform 
for action in light of  the fact that SEA 
nations, like many non-Western states, 
are largely excluded from the decision-
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making processes within the UN.

Sense and Sensitivity
In the 1990s ASEAN first attempted to 
redefine its security role, launching the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) which, 
in return, suggested the establishment 
of  a regional peacekeeping training cen-
tre. Yet, with the exception of  some 
meetings, workshops and seminars on 
the topic, little happened on the peace-
keeping front. In 2003 the ASEAN Sum-
mit proposed an ASEAN Community 
by 2020, consisting of  a security, econo-
mic, as well as social and cultural sphere. 
As part of  the security community, In-
donesia proposed the creation of  a regi-
onal peacekeeping force. Twelve months 
later, however, ASEAN froze the propo-
sal, citing differences in military capabi-
lities and doctrines as reasons. Makarim 
Wibisino, Indonesian Director General 
for Asia, Africa and the Pacific sought to 
put a positive spin on the defeat suffe-
red by arguing that “the idea (of  peace-
keeping) is still there […] we only chan-
ged the wording because some countries 
are still sensitive to the words” (Asian 
Political News, 2004). As explained ea-
rlier, the predominant reasons for the 
rejection of  the peacekeeping proposal 
were political and strategic in nature rat-
her than financial or military concerns. 

Despite this drawback and a lack of  
consensus within ASEAN, discussions 
and practice show that there has been a 
shift in member states’ attitudes towards 
peacekeeping. Thailand, Malaysia, The 
Philippines, Indonesia and, to a lesser 
extent Singapore, have gathered exten-
sive experience in the field through their 
participation in UN peacekeeping opera-
tions (Cambodia), as well as other multi-
lateral arrangements (East Timor). 

In 1999 ASEAN had the opportu-
nity to take the initiative regarding the 
deployment of  a peacekeeping force to 
East Timor. Instead, the organisation 
opposed collective intervention, pre-
dominantly due to its unwillingness to 
compromise on the doctrines of  sove-
reignty and non-interference. This re-
luctance left Australia to interfere with 

the support of  individual ASEAN coun-
tries (Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, The 
Philippines) and the consent of  Indone-
sia. This at least preserved the regional 
character of  the INTERFET operation. 
In 2002 Indonesia furthermore invited 
troops from Thailand and The Philip-
pines to support the peaceful settlement 
of  its conflict with separatist movements 
in Aceh. Two years later, The Philippines 
invited Malaysian peacekeepers to mo-
nitor the ceasefire in Mindanao. While 
ASEAN as a whole may not be moving 
towards a concrete policy on peace-
keeping, individual states are increasin-
gly embracing the concept. 

In spite of  the successful track record 
of  the two core post-Cold War peace-
keeping missions in the region, SEA na-
tions currently still prefer to leave such 
tasks to the UN and, in exceptional cir-
cumstances such as East Timor, to an ad 
hoc coalition. This way the region’s ten 
states do not challenge each other’s sove-
reignty openly. Rather this is done by the 
two above-mentioned actors. ASEAN is 
used solely for less controversial diplo-
matic and conflict prevention measures.

 
Conclusions
The future of  multilateral peacekeeping 
operations in SEA is rather sobering. In 
the realm of  peacekeeping the region 
remains a rather isolated island in a sea 
of  change. It appears largely unaffected 
by the international trend towards both 
increased peacekeeping and the out-
sourcing of  such operations to regio-
nal organisations and ad hoc coalitions. 
A lack of  need is certainly not the issue 
with many parts of  Indonesia (Aceh, 
West Papua, Kalimantan) and The Phi-
lippines (Mindanao), for example, being 
in dire need of  peacekeeping operations. 
The core barrier towards the conduct of  
peacekeeping in the region therefore re-
mains ASEAN’s strong endorsement of  
the norms of  sovereignty and non-inter-
ference. 

The changing attitudes towards these 
two concepts in the UN, particularly 
when it comes to intervention based 
on humanitarian grounds, may cascade 

down to the regional level in due course. 
However, according to M.C. Abad Jr., 
Assistant Director of  the ASEAN Sec-
retariat the embrace and establishment 
of  peacekeeping operations through the 
organisation is also highly dependent on 
member states’ internal political struc-
tures. Abad argues that “the more demo-
cratic (ASEAN states’ political systems), 
the more open they would be to offers 
of  external assistance” (M.C. Abad, Jr., 
2003). A substantial change in political 
and strategic attitudes toward both go-
vernance and security is therefore ne-
cessary to make the conduct of  peace-
keeping operations through ASEAN 
possible. 
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The NGO zone 
Asian non-governmental organisations’ role in 
shaping the human rights of the region

“Universality. We can learn from different cultures in a pluralistic perspective and draw lessons from the 
humanity of these cultures to deepen respect for human rights. There is emerging a new understanding of 
universalism encompassing the richness and wisdom of Asia-Pacific cultures.”

Bangkok NGO declaration
Bangkok, Thailand, May 29, 1993.

Dorottya Atol

This paper addresses questions of  re-
gionalism and in particular, its signifi-
cance in human rights protection; and 
explores the role non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) have in this re-
gard. It analyses these issues through 
examining the activities of  four Asian 
NGOs that are similarly active in seve-
ral countries of  Asia. The Asian Human 
Rights Commission (AHRC) is located 
in Hong Kong; the South Asian for Hu-
man Rights (SAFHR) in Kathmandu; 
the Asian Forum for Human Rights and 
Development (Forum Asia) in Bangkok; 
and the Asia-Pacific Human Rights Net-
work (APHRN) in New Delhi. 

Regionalism is an important aspect of  
international relations, and it is also a de-
cisive factor shaping the human rights 
field. Although, the backbone of  univer-
sal human rights protection is the inter-
national system, built mainly around the 
United Nations machinery, regional hu-
man rights structures in Europe (Coun-
cil of  Europe), the Americas (within the 
Organization of  American States), and 
Africa (within the African Union) have 
played a significant role as well. Regi-
onal cooperation often functions as a 
protective counterbalance to excesses 
of  globalisation, and also provides op-
portunities to step out of  the rigid hold 
of  extreme nationalism and sovereignty-
guarding (Katzenstein, 2000). A regional 
human rights organisation can facilitate 
local intervention in the case of  a human 
rights crisis, which can be beneficial es-
pecially in circumstances where the in-
ternational system is slow to act and to 
appreciate the severity of  the situation. 
Furthermore, it provides an additional 
supervisory mechanism to states. 

Asia is the continent with the largest 

population and has a notoriously dismal 
record of  human rights violations, yet 
human rights are conspicuously absent 
from the agenda of  regional coopera-
tion. The Asian region covers vast areas 
with immense diversity of  ethnicities, 
languages, religions and cultures, and ac-
cordingly, it is difficult to view Asia as 
a single region. Asia is commonly divi-
ded into Central, South, Southeast, and 
Northeast parts. However, with respect 
to human rights, a region does not have 
to be strictly homogenous, since plura-
lism can in fact enrich the regional struc-
ture. Thus it is possible to conceive of  
an encompassing regional human rights 
framework for the Asian region, similar 
to those in existence in Europe, Africa 
and the Americas. More specific sub-re-
gional arrangements could eventually de-
velop under the banner of  an Asia-wide 
system. The reality thus far is that despite 
growing public awareness about rights 
and the intense discussions precipitated 
by the escalation of  the “Asian values” 
debate in the 1990s (Bell, 1999), human 
rights have still not reached a prominent 

place in the priorities of  Asian inter-go-
vernmental politics. Recently there have 
been attempts within ASEAN to incor-
porate a human rights element into the 
organisation’s work (Charter of  ASEAN 
2007, Art. 14.), yet the negotiations have 
not reached considerable results so far. 
Consequently, it is mostly the growing 
Asian civil society that has been taking 
on human rights problems in the ab-
sence of  a coordinated and substantial 
governmental contribution. The opera-
tion of  “native” Asian NGOs is espe-
cially significant, particularly those that 
go beyond local activism and extend 
their advocacy trans-nationally across 
large parts of  Asia. 

Asian NGOs in the forefront  
of human rights protection
The activities of  the AHRC, the Forum-
Asia, the SAFHR, and the APHRN de-
monstrate well the impact that civil soci-
ety can have on the Asian human rights 
discourse. These NGOs are “natively 
Asian” in the sense that they were foun-
ded and are still operated by individuals 
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