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UN Secretary General Kofi Annan states that it is "time to take a more comprehensive look at the 
various dimensions of the migration issue, which now involves hundreds of millions of people and affects 
countries of origin, transit and destination.  We need to understand better the causes of international flows of 
people and their complex interrelationship with development."1  This point resonates strongly in Northeast 
Asia, where cross-border movement of people is a recent phenomenon in post-WWII history and is catching 
most national governments, regional authorities, and local communities unprepared.  The historical and 
contemporary context of the phenomenon makes it a particularly salient issue with important policy 
implications. 

In spring 2001, the Center for East Asian Studies asked a team of experts to select some salient 
human migration developments in Northeast Asian countries, describe the background and the current state of 
those developments, and identify areas that may pose challenges to the region’s international relations.  In 
November 2001, the researchers met at a seminar in Monterey, California, to share their findings.  The 
participants came from China, Japan, Korea, Mongolia, Russia, and the United States.  As described below, 
the group identified several problem areas.   A follow-up seminar was held in Tokyo in October 2002, with 
participants from the first seminar and several additional experts.  What follows are the papers that were 
presented at the Tokyo seminar, some of them in revised form.   

International relations in Northeast Asia are seriously affected by the history of imperialism, war, and 
ideological conflict.  Despite the end of the Cold War and growing economic ties within the region, 
reconciliation between the peoples of the region has been excruciatingly slow.  While globalization, 
internationalization, and regionalization in the economic, social, and technological fields are expanding 
people-to-people contacts in this part of the world, nationalism and localism remain powerful forces in each 
country.2   

The ongoing “tug of war” between internationalism/regionalism and nationalism/localism in 
Northeast Asia is also affecting the welfare and the rights of individuals.  The hundreds of thousands of 
individuals crossing national borders today include both short-term and long-term visitors, permanent 
immigrants, businessmen, entertainers, educators, students, economic refugees, and political defectors.  Also 
impacted by cross-border human flows are the members of the communities “playing host” to the foreign 
migrants.   

Concern for the security of individual citizens has been captured by the concept of “human security.” 
3  Human security relates to questions of livelihoods and human development.4  It focuses our attention on 
those problems that threaten the individual’s well-being and non-military means of alleviating such threats.5  
Although the broadening of the definition of security to include human security has its own problems,6 it adds 
an important dimension both to our knowledge of contemporary security problems and to our understanding 
of the expanding human dimension of globalization and internationalization.   

There is a growing literature on internal and international migration in Asia-Pacific, but most works 
are focused on individual countries of origin or destination, or on the broader Asia-Pacific region.7  There are 
very few comparative studies.  Moreover, most studies do not take Northeast Asia as a region to be examined 
as a whole; nor do they discuss the impact of cross-border migration on the local communities in human 
security terms.  

The existing literature informs us that migration in the Asia Pacific region has substantially grown in 
the last decade and that the growth will continue.  It tells us that there are economic, political, and 
technological reasons behind the growth, with the economic “push and pull” factors becoming the most 
important.8  The current literature reveals that national responses have varied significantly from country to 
country, with selective control being the prevalent pattern among the receiving countries, e.g., Japan and 
South Korea, and relatively free emigration policies adopted in most sending countries, e.g., Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and China.9  There is also a growing literature focused on the formation in Asia-Pacific and 
elsewhere of “transnational communities,” composed of networks of ethnic communities in the sending and 
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receiving countries.10  Existing studies note many important consequences of these trends.  Some of the most 
important ones are: the trends toward double (or multiple) citizenship and the challenge this poses to the 
traditional notion of citizenship based on nationality and ethnic homogeneity;11 discriminatory immigration 
policies and human rights violations;12 and illegal emigration and immigration and the resulting erosion of 
sovereignty or national control. 

There is inadequate attention to important differences in migrant communities and local responses 
between Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia.  For example, the state and state institutions in Northeast Asian 
countries are far stronger than those in Southeast Asia and they have, until fairly recently, been able to 
control trans-border migration strictly and fairly effectively, on the part of both home and host countries.  The 
state-dominant modernization of the Northeast Asian countries in the previous century and the state-centric 
policy agenda formation in each country of the region clearly affect the way issues of human flows in the 
region are discussed domestically.  

There are also some cultural differences among the migrants of different nationalities and we need to 
examine them carefully.  For example, identity formation and retention appears to take on different 
characteristics between Chinese, Koreans, and Russians in Japan, not only because of the different kinds of 
reception the migrants face in the host communities but also due to the way the migrants’ identity has been 
formed in their home culture.  There is a striking contrast, for example, between the individualistic identity 
formation in Russia and the communitarian identity formation in Korea, China, and Japan.  

Moreover, demographic and population patterns differ so much among the Northeast Asian countries 
that the push and pull factors are presenting a very complex set of issues in the region.  China is the most 
important emigration country and the Chinese constitute the largest migrant communities in the neighboring 
countries.  More recently, however, the Chinese government has begun to promote the repatriation of 
overseas Chinese to strengthen the technical, managerial, and financial bases of domestic enterprises.  Russia 
is both a receiving and increasingly a sending country.  It is deeply concerned about the downward 
population trends among the ethnic Russians but weary of the growing foreign migrant communities in the 
country.  Japan is largely a country of destination or transit for foreign migrants, with the ethnocentric 
attitudes of its people being seriously challenged by the need to import foreign labor to deal with the growing 
labor shortage and the aging of the population.  South Korea has long been a sending country but has recently 
begun to receive migrants from other countries.  Also more recently, the Korean government has begun to 
promote the return of ethnic Koreans from abroad to strengthen the domestic economic foundation.  
Mongolia is also a sending and receiving country, but problems associated with migration relate mostly to the 
receiving end.  North Korea receives virtually no foreign migrants but sends its citizens to both China and 
Russia, creating arguably the most serious human security problems regarding migration in Northeast Asia. 

Some of the migration streams in the region have received more scholarly attention than others.  For 
example, the Carnegie Center in Moscow has published studies of Sino-Russian relations, including Chinese 
migration into Russia in the 1990s through 2000.13  These studies suggest that Chinese migration into Russian 
is of great importance to future Sino-Russian relations but that further research is necessary to monitor the 
changing dynamic of Chinese migration, particularly in the Russian Far East, and its impact in the regional 
and local contexts.14  Other migration streams have received mostly journalistic observations, the most visible 
example being the North Korean defectors in China.  Virtually ignored are Russians in Japan, Koreans in 
Russia, and Russians and Chinese in Mongolia. 

In short, a comparative study of the major developments in human flows across national borders in 
Northeast Asia is called for.  The current project is an attempt to meet that need. 

As noted above, most of the current project members (see the list below) met in Monterey in 
November 2001and shared their findings.  Their papers were compiled into “International Seminar: Human 
Flows across National Borders in Northeast Asia, Proceedings, Monterey, California, November 2-3, 2001” 
and are available from the Center for East Asian Studies.  The participants in the seminar identified the 
following problematic areas: 

1) The growing intra-regional migration due to disparate demographic patterns, the inevitability of 
accelerated migration within and across national borders, and the need for bilateral and multilateral 
coordination of population, migration, and economic policies among the Northeast Asian countries 
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2) The divergence of views and interests between Moscow and the Russian Far East regarding the 
growing Chinese migrant population in the latter area and increasing (and exaggerated) fear of “yellow peril” 
among the local population. 

3) The growing Chinese labor migration in Japan and discriminatory labor practices by some 
Japanese employers, with potentially serious implications for Japan-China relations 

4) The mixed reaction of the local populations in Niigata and Hokkaido, Japan toward the growing 
presence of Russian migrants, increasing cases of crimes involving Russians, and cultural frictions between 
Russians and some segments of the host communities  

5) Northeast Asian countries’ application of conflicting definitions of nationality and citizenship with 
regard to ethnic Koreans from China, the former Soviet republics, and North Korea, and resulting political 
and legal complications, including the status of North Koreans in the neighboring countries 

6) Mongolians’ acute sensitivity toward Chinese migrants and the serious plight of Russian residents 
in Mongolia  

7) Disparate and sometimes conflicting approaches between the central, regional, and local 
governments toward migration issues in each country 

8) The lack of participation of civil society groups and organizations in the mediation and 
amelioration of tension and conflicts involving foreign migrant communities in each country 

The project members were asked to continue their research, sharpening their focus on the real and 
potential human security problems in the cases they were investigating.  Subsequent developments in 
Northeast Asia highlighted another area that was threatening both human security and diplomatic relations in 
the region—the plight of North Koreans who fled to northeast China to escape the economic crisis and 
possible political persecution in their country, many of them seeking safe passage to a third country, mostly 
to South Korea.  So, this case was added to the project and a new member to study it.   

The papers that follow are all “works-in-progress”. The case studies show a wide variation in the 
relative importance of political, economic, and social factors among the cases under investigation.  In most 
cases, there is also a cultural dimension to the interaction between the migrants and the host communities. In 
the next phase of our project, we need to address additional questions: Why has there been no effort to 
develop a regional approach to human flows in Northeast Asia?  What can be done to change the situation?  
What are the consequences of unmanaged or mismanaged flows of people across national borders in the 
region, where nationalist and ethnocentric attitudes are still widely observed?  How should local, provincial, 
and national authorities coordinate their policy to ameliorate the negative consequences of trans-border 
migration and take advantage of the opportunities it presents? 

The authors agreed to share their analyses at the current stage—professionally a precarious move.   
They believe that the sharing of their respective studies at this point will bring the issues under examination 
to the attention of other scholars, as well as policymakers and that they can contribute to the growing debate 
on the host of issues that cross-border human flows present to the peoples of Northeast Asia.  
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