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Abstract 

This research project explains the role of Asian civil society in refugee protection. Asia has been left 

behind the international refugee protection despite the experiences of the massive outflow of refugees. 

Specifically, states and international organizations remain without concrete legal and political solutions 

to protect refugees. In contrast, Asian civil society mobilized itself as a global civil society network 

organization, Asia Pacific Refugee Right Network (APRRN), and shares alternative principles and 

practices, so-called the rights-based approach to protect refugees. In this circumstance, it is significant 

to understand how Asian civil society challenges the legal and political domination of predominant 

stakeholders, and how does civil society implement alternative refugee protection norms. This research 

argues that Asian civil society aims to challenge the nature of refugee protection in Asia. Instead of 

encouraging states to ratify the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and 1967 Protocol 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, APRRN stimulates the national-level implementation of refugee 

protection principles and practices from below. It engages its members in global decision-making by 

mobilizing and sharing resources with them. APRRN frames refugee protection as an international 

human right issue instead of as a national security concern.  

In order to articulate the role of APRRN in refugee protection, I had observed the APRRN members 

participation in the 2018 UNHCR Annual Consultation with NGOs at Geneva, Switzerland and the 

2018 Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Consultation at Bangkok, Thailand, and conducted interviews with 

APRRN members. Also, I had conducted participant observation at the Secretariat of the APRRN from 

July to December 2018. Throughout the research period, I was able to take advantage of being an 

affiliate at the Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, Thailand, as well as 

to build a strong network with the Secretariat members of the APRRN.  

The result of this research project had presented at the 2019 International Studies Association (ISA 2019) 

conference at Toronto, Canada, and published at the latest issue of a prominent academic journal, the 

Human Rights Review. In the future, the result of this research will be elaborated with the following 

researches and bring more academic and social attention on the emerging role of civil society in refugee 

protection in Asia. 

 

 

Project Summary 

1. Introduction 

This research project had designed to explains the role of Asian civil society in refugee 

protection, primarily focus on the regional network organization of refugee NGOs and activists, 
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the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN). Asia and the Pacific region hosts more 

than 9.5 million forced migrants that include refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs), 

asylum-seekers, stateless, and others (UNHCR 2018b). However, most forced migrants in the 

region suffer from a lack of international and regional protection mechanisms, despite the 

region’s long history of refugee crises. Asian states frequently fail to institutionalize 

international refugee laws or regional refugee protection instruments. For example, only six 

states in Asia, such as Cambodia (1992), China (1982), Japan (1981), Philippines (1981), South 

Korea (1992), and Timor-Leste (2003) ratified the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees (1951 Refugee Convention) and the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967 

Protocol) (UNHCR 2014). International organizations, such as the Office of the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), lack concrete legal or political means to protect 

refugees, and the concerns of regional organizations, such as the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN), are limited to the management of economic migration and try to avoid 

taking responsibility for protecting refugees in the region.  

However, the lack of international refugee laws and regional and national frameworks 

does not imply the complete absence of refugee protection in the region. Asia has a vibrant 

civil society of stakeholders trying to facilitate protections of refugees from below, and 

numerous non-governmental organizations (NGOs) collaborate in refugee protection at various 

levels and scopes by providing community-level services at the local level and instigating 

advocacy at the global level.  

Previous studies on refugee protections in Asia have not paid sufficient attention to the 

efforts of Asian civil society, and there are unanswered questions regarding their influence. For 

example, how does Asian civil society facilitate refugee protections in the region’s unfriendly 

environment? How did Asian civil society become a significant stakeholder evolving from the 

service provider to advocate, despite various national conditions? This study argues that since 
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the establishment of the global network organization, APRRN in 2009, Asian civil society has 

been developing alternative ideas and norms about refugee protections beyond the conventional 

legal frameworks and state-centric approaches. Instead of waiting for formal ratification of the 

1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, APRRN stimulates the implementation of 

alternative frameworks that expand the scope of the international refugee laws. Specifically, 

APRRN shares its members’ experiences in the practical implementation of refugee protection 

mechanisms instead of the formal institutionalization of international refugee laws. 

Furthermore, APRRN mobilizes resources to help its members engage in global decision-

making processes and raise a grassroots voice. APRRN facilitates its members’ participation in 

the UNHCR Annual Consultation with NGOs (UNHCR NGO Consultation) and its parallel 

conferences to share grassroots’ perspectives and change the asymmetrical power relationship 

of the global decision-making processes. These APRRN activities are challenging the 

securitization of refugee protections shaped by historical experiences and political culture in 

Asia by implementing rights-based principles and practices at the regional and national levels. 

 

2. Backgrounds 

1) International Refugee Protection in Asia 

In the current international refugee regime, in which the UNHCR functions as the 

primary refugee protection agency and the 1951 Refugee Convention as the legal foundation, 

was established at the end of World War II. However, the UNHCR’s mission and capacity rely 

on the contributions of relatively few donor states, which heavily influences its decision-

making processes. Despite the UNHCR’s mandate to facilitate durable solutions through 

voluntary repatriation, resettlement, and local integration, less than two percent of Asia’s 

refugees has access to those solutions, and most refugees are warehoused in dedicated refugee 

camps or abandoned in urban areas (Betts and Collier 2017). In 2017, the UNHCR voluntarily 
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repatriated about 1,500 Sri Lankan refugees and achieved about 120,000 resettlement cases, 

but about 4.2 million refugees, 2.7 million IDPs, and 2.2 million stateless people remained in 

the region (UNHCR 2018b). Despite the UNHCR’s reputation for expertise and its frequent 

administration of refugee status determination procedures on behalf of national governments, 

many of refugees are at risk of forced repatriation and/or arbitrary detention, and they lack 

fundamental human rights (Barbour 2012).  

The effectiveness of international refugee laws has been limited by their narrow scope 

since their establishment after World War II (Davies 2007; Haddad 2008). More specifically, 

the definition of a “refugee” set forth in the 1951 Refugee Convention is Eurocentric, and, 

moreover, its temporal and geographical exclusions impeded non-European states, particularly 

Asian states, from complying with the international refugee laws (Davies 2008). The adoption 

of the 1967 Protocol eliminated those temporal and geographical limitations, but it did not set 

forth a comprehensive definition of “refugee.” Therefore, the international refugee laws still 

delimit the boundaries of refugee status determination to the state persecution against 

individuals and fails to address contemporary global refugee trends, which is particularly 

problematic for the refugee crises in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia (Betts and Collier 2017). 

Consequently, international refugee laws are as obsolete as Eurocentrism.  

Furthermore, the most crucial issue is that states have found it easy to exploit the 

international refugee regime to protect their national interests at the expense of refugees’ rights 

(Barnett 2002; Haddad 2008; Loescher, Betts, and Milner 2008). Examples of this are readily 

found in Asia, particularly regarding the institutionalization-implementation gap (Betts and 

Orchard 2014). In other words, most of the signatory states to the 1951 Refugee Convention 

avoid refugee protections despite their successful formal institutionalization, and many non-

signatory states that have been hosting the largest numbers of refugees seem reluctant to ratify 

the 1951 Refugee Convention (Figure 1).  
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Fig. 1 Refugee Population in Asia (Source: UNHCR. (2018a) Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2017. 

http://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2017/ Accessed 3 July 2018.) 

 

 

The six signatory states listed in Figure 1 host a combined population of 326,843 

refugees, including 321,818 in China (UNHCR 2018a). However, about 300,000 of the 

refugees in China are Hoa (ethnic Chinese) refugees who emigrated from Northern Vietnam to 

China during the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War and successfully assimilated into local 

communities while officially retaining refugee status (Choi 2017; UNHCR 2013). Historically, 

Asian countries that successfully institutionalized the international refugee laws have been 

relatively less likely to take responsibility for protecting refugees, but most of Asia’s refugees 

are accommodated in non-signatory states, such as Iran (979,435), Bangladesh (932,216), India 

(197,146), Malaysia (102,849), Afghanistan (75,928), and Thailand (54,446). Consequently, 

most of the refugees in Asia are beyond the reach of international and domestic protection.  

The gap between institutionalization and implementation emerged from Asia’s unique 
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history. During the Indochina refugee crisis, some Southeast Asian states realized that defection 

rather than consent to the international refugee regime could yield relatively more international 

aid (Davies 2006). Therefore, most Southeast Asian states, except Cambodia, Philippines, and 

East Timor, refused to institutionalize the international refugee laws and adopted the language 

of state-centric national security ideology to justify the refusal (Davies 2007).  

On the other hand, East Asian countries have significantly progressed in the 

institutionalization of refugee protections by signing the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 

Protocol. China has never committed to international efforts to accommodate refugees, except 

regarding the Hoa refugees during the Indochina refugee crisis; however, that was part of 

China’s national security strategy during the Cold War (Choi 2017). Japan’s main motive for 

developing a refugee policy was its desire to improve its national reputation in the international 

community (Dean and Nagashima 2007; Koizumi 1992). The state has dominated Japan’s 

refugee policy because refugees are recognized via state legitimacy as opposed to human rights 

(Flowers 2010). Therefore, Japan’s domestic refugee policy has received little attention 

compared to its financial support of the international refugee regime and other United Nations’ 

humanitarian agencies. In contrast, South Korea has rapidly developed and institutionalized a 

national refugee policy, although its reasons for doing so were, similar to Japan, the 

government’s desire to improve its reputation in the international community. Korea’s relative 

success in internalizing the international legal frames is largely due to the work of the country’s 

civil society network (Flowers 2008; Schattle and McCann 2014). However, South Korea has 

the worst refugee status recognition rate and, since 1994, just about 2.5 percent of all asylum-

seekers in South Korea were granted refugee status (Human Rights Watch 2018). In sum, most 

Asian states have crucially important gaps between the extent of institutionalization and that 

of implementation of the international refugee laws because most of them exploit the refugee 

policy without institutionalization and the remaining signatory states avoid actual 
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implementation despite institutionalization. 

 

2) From Service Provider to Advocate 

Contribution of civil society networks in the international pursuit of human rights has 

been one of the most important aspects of the process of implementing global norms at the 

national and local levels (Acharya 2004; Merry 2006; Tarrow 2005; Tsutsui, Whitlinger, and 

Lim 2012). Civil society and international human rights laws mutually empowered each other 

in the process of globalizing human rights norms (Tsutsui, Whitlinger, and Lim 2012). Keck 

and Sikkink (1998) proposed the “transnational advocacy network” (TAN) was the most 

prominent type of global activism by civil society organizations in the field of international 

human rights. TANs are networks of social movement activists and organizations constructed 

of shared ideas and values. TANs facilitate advocacy efforts to persuade states to adopt 

international human rights norms through the Boomerang effect. The Boomerang effect 

provides insights into understanding the dynamics of transnational advocacy activities, and it 

indicates the hierarchical relationship of the structure. Carpenter (2014) explicitly 

demonstrated these hierarchies in the dynamics of global civil society networks, arguing that 

civil society networks reflect the hierarchies, power relations, and governing mechanisms of 

the global hierarchy of states (Carpenter 2014). Significant power asymmetries exist among 

the prominent international NGOs which occupy the most central position in these networks 

where they interact with other stakeholders and smaller local or national level organizations. 

The gatekeeping NGOs in the global North have the power not only to set agendas, and they 

more often vet the agendas in the global arena through their access to core decision-making 

processes and resources (Carpenter 2014). Despite the ideal image of globality, the current 

global network structure reproduces the power structure and relationships characteristic of 

world politics. 
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However, unequal power relationships often are not just reproduced in the global 

process of social movements; they often are transformed into balanced relations (Smith 2007). 

Global networks are multi-centric social organizations that offer alternatives to the market and 

hierarchical governance structures (Holton 2008; Powell 1990). Compared to market structures, 

network organizations are socially constructed entities that offer reciprocal benefits and 

provoke deeper commitments from their members, while they are more flexible than 

hierarchical organizations (Powell 1990). In other words, network organizations are based on 

mutual benefits and trust among members, facilitate information flows from within, and are 

managed by flexible governance (Holton 2008). Thus, networks are autonomous actors without 

vertical hierarchies that exhibit webbed structures of flexible governance among their members, 

which enhances mutual benefits. In this way, global network organizations, which 

indiscriminately distribute power among their members, help small and isolated NGOs to 

maintain balanced power relationships with other prominent actors, such as states or 

international organizations (Hafner-Burton, Kahler, and Montgomery 2009; Kahler 2009; 

Smith 2007). Because civil society has the power to reconfigure the power relationships of the 

global governance structure through global networks, specifically via decision-making 

processes or resource distributions (Smith 2007), it is vital to understand how these network 

organizations accomplish those changes. It is crucial to acknowledge the process of global 

network organizations that transforms subordinated members at the community level into 

prominent norm entrepreneurs at the global level. 

Because Asia’s state-centric approaches to refugee protection have failed to protect 

refugees, APRRN’s grassroots and rights-based approach have caught scholars’ attention. 

Previous studies on APRRN have focused on its agenda-setting role in the international refugee 

regime and its function to link civil societies in the global North to those in the global South 

(Kneebone 2014; Taylor 2016). Some studies have focused on APRRN’s influences on the 
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global refugee protection process. For example, Nah (2016) analyzed the APRRN as a 

“formalized network” and identified its achievements, concluding that APRRN has empowered 

its members, mostly community-level NGOs, to be norm entrepreneurs at the regional and 

global levels. This research confirms the ways that APRRN has changed the nature of civil 

society and the meaning of refugee protection in Asia. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

In order to articulate the role of APRRN in refugee protection, I had observed the 

APRRN members participation in the 2018 UNHCR Annual Consultation with NGOs 

(UNHCR NGO Consultation) at Geneva, Switzerland and the 2018 Asia Pacific Refugee 

Rights Consultation (APCRR 7) at Bangkok, Thailand, and conducted interviews with APRRN 

members. During the UNHCR NGO Consultation, I conducted participant observation along 

with APRRN members as well as the Secretariat. In the period, I could observe, especially side 

meetings with UNHCR staffs and diplomats in Geneva to understand their advocacy tactics 

and discourses. Furthermore, during APCRR 7, I served the conference as a volunteer, so I was 

able to take official notes during the discussions and sessions. Also, during the time, I could 

conduct several interviews with its participants. 

Also, I had conducted participant observation at the Secretariat of the APRRN from 

July to December 2018. I had served as a volunteer at the Secretariat at least three days a week 

and watched the daily activities of the staff members. During the time, I was able to access 

internal resources, including reports, documents, telephone conference, and formal and 

informal meetings with various stakeholders. For instance, I was able to participate in the 

APRRN’s monthly meeting with UNHCR regional operation office so that I could understand 

dynamics and relationship not only in organizational but also personal levels between NGOs 

and international organizations.  
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Throughout most of the research period, I took advantage of being an affiliate at the 

Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, Thailand. Faculty 

members, specifically Professor Pitch Pongsawat and Professor Pandit Chanrochanakit, 

provided me generous support for office space and academic advice. 

 

 

Outputs 

1. Findings  

As a member of the APRRN since 2009, I observed changing discourses and strategies. 

Initially, in 2009, the most important thing to the GWGs and TWGs (e.g., Southeast Asian 

Working Group and Legal Aid Working Group) was to push national governments to ratify the 

1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol. However, as the network continuously 

developed and changed, the APRRN members’ urgent attempts to drive their governments to 

institutionalize the international refugee laws became less important. Instead of its 

conventional ratification strategy, the APRRN began moving toward alternatives, which 

indicates its emerging identity as a norm entrepreneur. Specifically, the APRRN began to 

emphasize local and national-level implementations of practices, principles, and policies by 

adopting a bottom-up approach to refugee protections based on positive practices (APRRN 

2015b). These practices flow from the interpretation of international human rights laws and 

norms that introduces alternative frameworks, mobilizes material and non-material resources, 

and shares information.  

Table 1 shows changes in the types of APRRN action plans at the APCRR conferences. 

In 2008, less than one-half (48.6 percent) of the action plans concerned implementation and 

about one-quarter (25.7 percent) were focused on institutionalization. The share of action plans 

about implementation progressively increased, and the shares of those about 
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institutionalization (and other issues) progressively decreased from year to year. About 77.6 

percent of the action plans at the APCRR in 2018 were implementation oriented. For example, 

in 2009, the South Asian Working Group, Southeast Asia Working Group, and Legal Aid and 

Advocacy Working Group set a goal for the states to ratify the 1951 Refugee Convention. 

However, since 2012, none of these GWGs have specified ratification concerns. The APRRN 

members have turned to the grassroots implementation of norms to change refugee protections 

by employing alternative frameworks and by mobilizing and distributing resources. 

 

Table 1. APRRN Action Plans (Source: APRRN 2008; 2009; 2010b; 2012b; 2014d; and 2016b) 

 APCRR1  

(2008) 

APCRR2  

(2009) 

APCRR3  

(2010) 

APCRR4  

(2012) 

APCRR5  

(2014) 

APCRR6  

(2016) 

Implementation 48.6% 57.7% 67.6% 74.6% 73.1% 77.6% 

Institutionalization 25.7% 23.3% 15.0% 17.6% 17.9% 17.6% 

Others 25.7% 25.0% 22.5% 9.5% 12.8% 16.2% 

Total (N) 100% (70) 100% (60) 100% (40) 100% (74) 100% (78) 100% (74) 

 

 

1) Building Alternative Frameworks 

A focus on national-level legal protections for refugees has replaced ratification of the 

international refugee laws as the preferred way to implement the principles and practices of 

refugee protection. APRRN members now believe that national-level implementation would 

be more effective than imposing the ratification of the 1951 Refugee Convention because the 

network can find more opportunities for alternative frameworks to the problems (Interview #13, 

October 23, 2018). 

The Legal Aid and Advocacy Working Group aimed to implement the rights-based 

approach by becoming involved in national legislative activities in Taiwan in 2016, which was 

a replica of its success in South Korea (APRRN 2016b). In the South Korean case, a national-
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level network of NGOs, most of which were APRRN members, initiated legislation of the Act 

on the Status and Treatment of Refugees and Others, or so-called the Refugee Act, which took 

effect in 2012. To accomplish this, Korea’s civil society network organized monthly meetings 

for refugee-related NGOs, lawyers, and activists starting in 2006 toward drafting an 

independent refugee bill. The NGOs’ persistent advocacy; public campaigns; and cooperation 

with the UNHCR, the National Human Rights Commission, Seoul Bar Association, and 

national political parties were instrumental to the passage of the law in December 2011.  

There were political compromises in the final stage of the legislative process, but this 

still was the first time in South Korean history that refugees and asylum seekers were identified 

as people entitled to rights under international human rights laws, rather than national security-

burdens or objects to control (Kim and Kim 2012). The Refugee Act codified their rights to 

social security, a basic livelihood, education, and family unification, with specific rights for 

asylum seekers, including the right to apply for refugee status at ports of entry and minimum 

acceptable standards of living during the refugee status determination process (Kim 2012). This 

was a successful transition in national legislation that changed refugee policy at that level from 

a national security and immigration control issue to a human rights-based understanding of and 

solution to the problem. The national and APRRN campaign stimulated other APRRN 

members to act, and similar advocacy campaigns were organized.  

In Taiwan, a draft Refugee Act was first presented to the legislature in 2006, and 

Taiwanese civil society became actively involved in the legislative process in about 2009. The 

draft was revised, and the legislative process was hindered by internal political problems, but 

Taiwanese civil society successfully publicized the refugee protection issue in national and 

international campaigns. During their campaigns, the APRRN and members offered guidance 

on best practices from other countries, facilitated international and regional conferences, and 

interacted with government officials and legislators. For example, the APRRN engaged with 
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the Taiwanese government to create political opportunities to revitalize the Refugee Act 

campaign by sponsoring a regional roundtable in April of 2017 followed by a national-level 

training course for immigration officers and legal practitioners in October of 2017 (APRRN 

2017b; Interview #1, September 7, 2018).  

Moreover, the APRRN and its members advocated getting the international human 

rights laws and review procedures inserted into Taiwan’s refugee policy. During the national 

review of International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) in January of 2017, many NGOs 

refuted the Taiwan government’s denial that refugees were living in Taiwan and urged the 

country to protect refugees’ and asylum seekers’ basic human rights, including the right to non-

refoulement (Amnesty International 2017; APRRN 2017a).  

Similar to its approach in the Taiwan case, APRRN organized forums and international 

conferences to urge the Philippines’ legislature to pass a refugee act. APRRN delegates visited 

the Philippines in 2017 to promote a regional initiative for refugee protection because the 

Philippines was one of the three Southeast Asian signatory members. Then, in September 2018, 

the APRRN organized regional conferences with the Philippines Committee on Human Rights 

and the Commission on Human Rights of the Philippines for ASEAN parliamentarians, 

lawmakers, and experts (APRRN 2018). Through these regional collaborations facilitated by 

APRRN, Asian civil society supported the country’s refugee bill proposed by Senator De Lima 

in June 2018 and brought regional and national attention to it (Torregoza 2018). 

With the support of APRRN, NGOs in Japan challenged state domination of the refugee 

protection policy. Japan Association for Refugees (JAR) and the Forum for Refugees Japan 

(FRJ) launched the Alternative to Detention (ATD) pilot project in 2012. The idea behind the 

ATD was introduced by the International Detention Coalition (IDC)(an APRRN member) 

during a regional roundtable hosted by the South Korean government and UNHCR in 2010 
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(APRRN 2015b). The Japanese government initially adopted the ATD in response to active 

APRNN advocacy in collaboration with Japanese civil society. Facilitated by FRJ, the pilot 

ATD operated during the following two years with 12 refugees referred by the Japanese 

government, and the FRJ continued operating the project after the pilot project ended (APRRN 

2015a). The ATD project gave the Japanese government the momentum it needed to revise its 

policy on child detention and to enable close national-level cooperation among the state, civil 

society, and UNHCR. In the Japan case, APRRN members fundamentally modified the 

domination of the state in refugee policy because they took the initiative to collaborate with 

the government rather than be a service provider. Further, because APRRN members 

implemented an alternative framework for immigration detention, they challenged the 

country’s conventional principles and policies on refugee protections based on national security 

concerns. 

 

2) Mobilization and Distribution of Resources 

A key characteristic of APRRN is its mobilization and distribution of resources to 

enhance its members’ vertical and horizontal access to relevant stakeholders. Many small or 

under-resourced local NGOs use these resources to engage with more dominant stakeholders 

at the regional and global levels (Smith 2007). It is important that APRRN not only mobilizes 

resources for participation in the global decision-making process, but it also distributes non-

material resources derived from that process. Before the APRRN was established, most 

refugee-related NGOs in Asia could not or would not participate in global decision-making 

processes, and they were subordinated by their asymmetrical power relations with the other 

stakeholders, particularly governments and the UNHCR. However, the APRRN empowers its 

members to participate by making grassroots’ voices heard and organizing parallel conferences. 

In 2009, a few APRRN delegates, which included the SC members and Secretariat staff, 



15 

 

participated in the UNHCR NGO Consultation in Geneva, where the APRRN emerged as a 

representative of Asian civil society. Consequently, it was able to organize meetings with 

permanent missions in Geneva and various units of the UNHCR, such as the Asia Bureau and 

the Division for International Protection. The APRRN delegates drafted Asia Pacific NGO 

statements at the UNHCR Standing Committee meetings in 2011, 2013, and 2014, and 

delivered speeches at the Executive Committee meeting in 2015. These conferences and related 

meetings were opportunities to exchange information, build rapport, and address the advocacy 

agenda with representatives of governments, international organizations, and civil society. 

APRRN members recognized this participation as a training ground, and further participation 

of member organizations was encouraged in the global governance process (Smith 2007). Just 

15 APRRN members participated in the UNHCR NGO Consultation in 2012, but 50 members 

attended in 2016.  

The APRRN used the experiences and agendas of the UNHCR NGO Consultations at 

the regional and local context through the APCRRs as parallel conferences (Smith 2007). The 

APRRN had demonstrated the merits of collaborating at the UNHCR NGO Consultation in 

Geneva, and it offered partial funding for participation, but attending events held in Geneva or 

New York was often beyond the reach of small Asian NGOs. Therefore, the APRRN actively 

uses its biennial consultations as venues to report back outcomes from Geneva and infuse local 

and national-level efforts to utilize global agenda (Smith 2007). For example, the APRRN 

Secretariat brought the global concerns about refugee youth to the regional level after the 

Global Refugee Youth Consultation was launched at the UNHCR NGO Consultation in 2015. 

APRRN took responsibility for facilitating a regional conference and sponsored the Bangkok 

Refugee Youth Consultation in February of 2016 followed by the establishment of the Youth 

Working Group at the APCRR in September of that year (APRRN 2016b, 2017c).  

Moreover, the APRRN facilitates horizontal exchanges of non-material resources 
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among its members, particularly experience and knowledge/expertise. The establishment of 

APRRN Vision in 2013 and the Positive Practice Report in 2015 were the most important steps 

forward for the mobilization of non-material resources, such as knowledge and experience, for 

its members. After the APCRR in 2012, the APRRN decided to use the APRRN Vision for a 

regional framework for civil society (APRRN 2014b; Taylor 2016). The APRRN drafted a 

document and circulated it to stakeholders attending the 2013 UNHCR NGO Consultation 

(APRRN 2014b; Taylor 2016). The APRRN Vision identified basic refugee protections for the 

region and set forth goals to achieve six types of protection: (1) freedom from violence, 

coercion, deprivation, exploitation, and abuse; (2) access to essential services and livelihood; 

(3) legal protections; (4) access to durable solutions; (5) highest possible extent of self-

sufficiency; and (6) partnerships to create a supportive operating environment (APRRN 2014a).  

The APRRN Vision is a normative foundation for APRRN activities, but its most 

significant contribution is its ability to identify local and national agendas and present them at 

the regional and global levels. The Positive Practice Report demonstrates the APRRN’s efforts 

to collect and disseminate the knowledge, experience, and practices of grassroots civil society 

(APRRN 2015a). First, the Positive Practice Report emphasizes pragmatic rather than idealized 

approaches to problems. Second, it supports marginalized groups and their problems ignored 

in the international refugee regime, such as post-deportation monitoring, young asylum seekers, 

and alternatives to detention. In these cases, the APRRN might fill the role of norm 

entrepreneur by establishing a framework to improve regional refugee protections instead of 

struggling with state-centric refugee policies (APRRN 2015b). 

 

2. Analysis 

The APRRN has been introducing alternative frameworks for refugee protection from 

below. As explained above, the APRRN promotes national-level legal remedies to protect 
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refugees instead of formal ratification of the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol. 

APRRN members tend to believe that working to persuade governments to ratify is a resource-

consuming process that faces the resistance of national security interests (Interview #13, 

October 23, 2018; Interview #15, October 25, 2018). For example, Asian governments found 

that non-compliance got a better response than compliance for achieving their national interests 

during the Indochina refugee crisis (Davies 2007). Therefore, instead of wasting political and 

material resources to persuade states to adopt the 1951 Refugee Convention, the APRRN 

realized that it is more effective and pragmatic to focus on national-level options to protect 

refugees (Interview #10, September 26, 2016).  

The APRRN expects national-level legislation to enhance refugee protection in two 

ways. First, it is expected to induce the non-signatory states, such as Thailand, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, and Taiwan, to comply with the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol 

without burdens of ratification. National-level laws would reflect the foundational principles 

of international refugee protection and international human rights with the less political burden 

that has impeded their efforts since the Indochina refugee crisis. Second, national-level laws 

that reflect the global standards can reassure the signatory states’ compliance with the 1951 

Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol, particularly Philippines, South Korea, and Japan, and 

shrink the gap between the formal institutionalization and practical implementation of refugee 

protection.  

The APRRN is stimulating states to abandon their national security-oriented refugee 

policies and to adopt rights-based norms. The APRRN and its members promote refugee 

protections as international human rights issues that have influence beyond the international 

refugee regime. The contemporary refugee protection goes beyond the scope of the 

international refugee laws because of other international issues related to it, such as 

international human rights, development, labor migration, humanitarian assistance, national 
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and regional security, and international travel (Betts 2013). Among those overlapped areas, the 

APRRN and its members highlight the principles and practices of the international human 

rights laws when urging governments to protect refugees. The example of Korea’s Refugee Act 

demonstrates successful efforts because it terminated the relevant provisions of the 

Immigration Control Act based on national security and replaced them with provisions based 

on human rights and human security (Kim and Kim 2012). The implementation of the ATD in 

Japan also indicates the changed status of refugees and asylum seekers from objects of 

immigration control to rights holders.  

Last, the APRRN offers a continuously increasing space where local or national-level 

NGOs and refugees can be heard in the global and regional arena. Barnett (2011) argued that 

the UNHCR’s status and authority to decide the fate and interests of refugees is an example of 

paternalism because it defines and determines legal status, agendas, protections of refugees, 

and sets norms by applying a moral and discursive authority in the global governance process. 

However, the network has emerged in order to effectively advocate on behalf of refugees and 

asylum seekers with governments and international organizations through a unified voice and 

shared resources, while individual organizations remained operational in their major activities 

(Thouez 2003). Thus, the APRRN promotes its members’ access, mostly local activists and 

NGOs, to the global arena, and engage with international organizations and governments as a 

part of the APRRN’s global and regional advocacy (Nah 2016). For example, one Secretariat 

member mentioned witnessing activists and organizations from the region labeling themselves 

as APRRN members to gain credibility or enhance their reputations in Geneva (Interview #10, 

September 26, 2016). The APRRN’s efforts to host parallel conferences for sharing and 

disseminating the agendas of the conferences organized by international organizations help its 

members to overcome the asymmetric power relationship in the global order by facilitating the 

flow of material and non-material resources from the global North and the global South.  
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3. Conclusion 

 Asia’s refugee protection policies exist in a unique political environment. Most Asian 

states are reluctant to comply with international refugee laws and norms, and they manipulate 

refugee crises to serve their national security goals and interests. The UNHCR has limited 

power to enforce international refugee law, but its legal and normative authority in the region 

has expanded because of its claim that it has the mandate to define the definition of “refugee” 

and to determine these people’s fates. Historically, Asian civil society was marginalized in this 

process because of its isolation and lack of resources. However, since the establishment of 

APRRN in 2008, Asian civil society has emerged as a significant stakeholder regarding 

refugees and asylum-seekers that is challenging the dominant actors in refugee protection in 

Asia. This study sheds light on refugee protection in the context of transnational social 

movements on their behalf, which has been stimulated by the APRRN. Despite the diverse 

national characteristics that exist in Asia, the APRRN is presenting alternative ideas and norms 

for refugee protection that go beyond the conventional legal frameworks and state-centric 

approaches to the problem.  

APRRN’s collaborations on behalf of refugee protections have remarkably increased 

over the past ten years. APRRN is challenging the dominant stakeholders and their approaches 

to refugee protection. As a global network organization, APRRN provides Asian civil society 

with a venue for sharing experiences and practices at the regional level. APRRN facilitated the 

practical implementation of refugee protection mechanisms to replace ineffective ratification 

campaigns. By focusing on national-level legislation, APRRN has been changing the nature of 

refugee protection from state-centric security concerns to a human rights-based issue. The 

APRRN’s increasing presence at and participation in the UNHCR NGO Consultation and its 

successful organization of parallel conferences suggest a transformation of Asian civil society 
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from the status of the subordinated service provider to that of an advocate in the global 

governance of refugee protection. By bringing local voices and collective advocacy to the table, 

the APRRN is overcoming the asymmetrical power relationships of the global decision-making 

process. Thus, the APRRN is becoming the most prominent counterpart to states and 

international organizations at the regional level by challenging state-centric security-oriented 

refugee protection.  

Since the outbreak of the Syrian refugee crisis and the mass outflow of Rohingya people, 

the world has collectively been facing its worst refugee crisis in history. Unfortunately, the 

international refugee regime has ineffectively responded to the crisis. This study highlights the 

role of civil society, which has been marginalized under the current international refugee 

regime. The case of the APRRN clarifies that civil society has an important part to play, 

particularly regarding its ability to transform conventional approaches and power relationships 

regarding refugee protections in global governance and state-centric security-focused refugee 

protection.  

 

4. Outcome and Effects of the Project 

The result of this research project had presented at the 2019 International Studies 

Association (ISA 2019) conference at Toronto, Canada, and published at the latest issue of a 

prominent academic journal, the Human Rights Review. The result can be found at 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12142-019-0548-4 under with the reference 

information as: 

 

Choi, W. G. (2019) Asian Civil Society and Reconfiguration of Refugee Protection in Asia. 

Human Rights Review, Vol. 20 Issue 2: 161–179 (https://doi.org/10.1007/s12142-019-

0548-4) 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12142-019-0548-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12142-019-0548-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12142-019-0548-4
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After the end of the official project, the research has been working to extend the 

research as a dissertation for Ph.D., which will be completed by the end of 2019. In the future, 

the result of this research will be elaborated with the follow-up research project, and it will 

bring more academic and social attention on the emerging role of civil society in refugee 

protection in Asia. Specifically, it will emphasize embedded sub-regional or national networks 

of the APRRN more deeply, such as East Asia or ASEAN countries. Also, it will extend its 

interests to the clash of values in the modern international refugee regime, such as conflicts 

between the nationality and the globality. The current research project will be a vital milestone 

of these follow-up researches, therefore, contribute to the understanding of the alternative 

refugee protection in Asian contexts. 
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