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Human Flows Across National Borders and Regional
Integration in Northeast Asia (Summary)

Tsuneo Akaha
Professor of International Policy Studies and Director, Center for East Asian Studies, Monterey Institute of
Internationa Studies, California
Visiting Scholar, Peace & Governance Programme, United Nations University

There are today approximately 175 million people
living in a country other than their country of birth and
about one out of every ten people living in developed
countries is an "immigrant". Even in Northeast Asia,
immigration and other human flows across national borders
are growing and will continue to grow. This region
represents about 28% of the world population, but only
11.7% of the immigrant population of the world. Russia
leads all other countries in this region as a recipient of
foreign-born residents, followed by Hong Kong, Japan,
South Korea (ROK), China, North Korea (DPRK), Macao
and Mongolia. The growing cross-border human flows in
the region cannot but present both opportunities and
challenges to the region as awhole, to each of the countries
in the area, the host communities, and, of course, the
border-crossing individuals themselves. Based on an
international joint research project organized by the Center
for East Asian Studies of the Monterey Institute of
International Studies and the Peace & Governance
Programme of the United Nations University, this paper
analyzes the current trends in cross-border human flows
and their implications for regional integration. Through a
comparison with other regions where integration has made
substantially more progress, including the EU, NAFTA,
and the ASEAN regions, the author identifies obstacles to
regional integration in this area of the world. The absence
of a shared civilization or cultural commonalities and
historical experience in region-wide problem solving, such
as in Europe, and the absence of a hegemonic leader, such
as the United States in the NAFTA process, are two of the
most fundamental obstacles to regional integration in
Northeast Asia. However, the growing human flows are
potentially a very important integrative force between the
countries of the region and should be welcomed.

Human flows can cushion the impact of the legacies of
history on contemporary international relations, help reduce
differences in development and economic structures, and
raise the level of interdependence among the economies of
the region. They can aso contribute to the development of
transnational non-governmental linkages and to weakening
the dominance of the state and its institutions over domestic
and international affairs. Moreover, cross-border human
linkages can deepen mutual understanding and facilitate
collective problem solving between the peoples of the
region, thus contributing to the development of a common
identity.

Those crossing borders can raise the awareness in each
country of the non-traditional security problems of
neighboring countries. Among the problems facing the
region are overpopulation in some areas and under-
population in others, labor shortages in some areas and
unemployment in others, underemployment of women,

HIV/AIDS, the SARS epidemic, regional disparities in
economic development, a lack of minority assimilation or
accommodation, ethnic and cultural friction, illegal
migration, human trafficking, the graying of the population
and associated social welfare problems, defectors and
potentially substantial refugee flows, and national identity.
Some of these problems are "human security” problems.
On the other hand, without effective management of human
flows across national borders, this phenomenon can
exacerbate some of these problems.

Against the background of globalization, cross-border
human flows cannot but grow in the future in this and other
parts of the world. In Northeast Asia, economic
interdependence is gradually deepening through market
forces. As market economies continue to grow in China,
Russia, and Mongolia, so will the complementary linkages
among the economies of the region. Social integration
proceeds through networks of individuals, enterprises, and
other groups and organizations whose activities transcend
national borders. Cultural integration will also deepen
through exchanges between individual citizens, business
organizations, and civil society groups. This region also
needs integration through cooperation in non-traditional
security fields, such as environmental protection, resource
management, the control of illegal trafficking in drugs,
weapons, and humans, the containment of the HIV/AIDS
and SARS epidemics, counter-terror measures, and the
management of cross-border human flows. The
development of bilateral and multilateral cooperation
mechanisms in these areas should also be seen as
confidence-building measures.

Japan has important responsibilities, particularly in the
area of human trafficking. A 2002 State Department report
indicates that Japan is making some effort in this field but
this is still inadeguate. Japan will continue to hold many
"pull factors" attracting both legal and illegal migration.
The nation has accumulated unprecedented wealth by
accessing cheap labor and economical resources overseas.
It now has a responsibility to share its economic prosperity
by opening its domestic labor market to foreign workers. A
more open labor regime would also help reverse the
continuing decline in the population and ameliorate the
serious labor shortage problems now facing many areas of
the country. All of this must be done in an orderly fashion,
however, or the influx of many more foreigners into the
country could result in amajor cultural and socia backlash.
It will probably take two to three generations before a
common identity can be established in Northeast Asia.
Human flows are the most direct way to nurture a common
identity and a sense of common destiny. Largely an in-
migration country, Japan must not shirk its responsibilities.



