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Abstract
A non-state centric approach challenged the concept of security governance in 
response to a changed security environment, bringing fragmentation of authority and 
heterarchical structures into the framework. The existing studies on this approach 
are largely contextualized from the European experience and developments in its 
security architecture. This leads to the questions as to whether and how non-state 
centric security governance occurs in other regions. This article contributes to the 
literature by studying security governance in East Asia, where the state is a domi-
nant feature in security governance, and through the lens of non-traditional security, 
with China’s COVID-19 response as a case study. In this particular case, we find 
that security governance that opens spaces for greater involvement of actors beyond 
the state could happen, albeit in a more circumscribed manner and subject of certain 
conditions. We identify three conditions that catalyze the opening of governance 
spaces: when the capacity of the state is stretched to the limits, when the legitimacy 
of the government is under pressure, and when there is trust between the govern-
ment and other actors.
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1 Introduction

The nature of security governance is influenced by the increasing range and com-
plexity of security challenges and the diffusion of governance power to actors other 
than the state, such as international agencies, civil society, and the private sector.1 
The concept and practice of security governance now increasingly involve the coor-
dinated management and regulation of both traditional and non-traditional security 
issues by public and private authorities through formal and informal mechanisms 
(Webber et al. 2004: 4). The evolution of this approach to security governance has 
been well documented, with important conceptual work by scholars in Europe that 
analyze the practices in the European Union (EU) and the transatlantic area, where 
the diffusion of power among different actors is most visible (Christou et al. 2010; 
Ehrhart et al. 2014; Krahmann 2005; Sperling and Webber 2014).

The preoccupation with European security in the literature however overlooked 
the dynamics in other regions and thus limited the richness of the conceptual and 
theoretical debates on security governance (Ceccorulli et  al. 2017: 61–65). Given 
the diversity and variation of security practices beyond the EU, this article contrib-
utes to the growing scholarship on security governance in other regional contexts 
(Breslin and Croft 2012; Sperling 2003, 2008, 2014), by focusing on East Asia 
(which, in this article, includes both Northeast and Southeast Asia). Specifically, 
given that non-traditional security (NTS) is very high on the security agenda of 
states in East Asia, we examine the way NTS issues are governed and address the 
following questions: can a more diffused pattern of security governance occur and 
evolve in East Asia that has a distinctly different political-security, economic and 
socio-cultural environment? Under what circumstances does the state allow other 
actors to get involved in the governance processes? What are the modes of interac-
tions between different security providers?

In East Asia, security challenges such as great power rivalry and territorial dis-
putes remain a real concern, given flashpoints like the South China Sea disputes and 
the nuclear issue in the Korean peninsula. The reality of regional security has led to 
a focus on traditional security and a state-centric approach in many discussions on 
East Asian security governance (Beeson 2014; Katsumata 2012; Uriu and Le 2014). 
With regard to the governance of NTS, very few examine security governance in the 
way it has been conceptualized in the literature. There are studies that capture cer-
tain changes happening in the region’s security governance, such as the criticality of 
political and economic transformations in effective governance and the proliferation 
of security actors (Hameiri and Jones 2015; Caballero-Anthony 2018; Freedman and 
Murphy 2018). In this article, we develop the discussion on NTS governance in East 
Asia further by analyzing the extent to which the space of security governance can 
be opened for actors beyond the state and the circumstances that facilitate/compel 
the opening.

1 The literature on both governance and global governance has documented extensive discussions on 
diffusion of power. See, for example, Josselin and Wallace (2001), Rhodes (1996), Rosenau (1992) and 
Wright (1994).
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China’s response to COVID-19 offers interesting insights on practices of secu-
rity governance in East Asia. First, the immensity and gravity of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the urgency of the response explain why this NTS issue belongs in 
the literature on security governance. Moreover, emergency measures adopted in 
COVID-19 responses, such as nationwide lockdown, travel bans and deployment of 
the military, point to the consolidation of state control over governance processes, 
which is opposite to the general trend of diffusion of power in security governance 
(Thomson and Ip 2020: 5). Second, China presents the most challenging environ-
ment for a diffused model of security governance, as the country’s authoritarian sys-
tem features the dominance of the Communist Party of China (CPC) in the state, 
particularly in the political and security spheres. Within this system, the party is 
able to strictly control the involvement of domestic non-state actors in the processes 
of security governance. Its adherence to the non-interference principle leads to a 
cautious approach to involving international actors. Additionally, the economic suc-
cess in the past few decades has allowed the CPC to build a system with abundant 
resources and strong capacity to deal with NTS crises, and thus reduced its reliance 
on contributions from other actors.

China’s highly centralized responses to fighting COVID-19 leads to the ques-
tions as to whether security governance involving both the state and other actors 
could happen as it dealt with an unprecedented pandemic, and under what circum-
stances the CPC would allow other actors to have a role in the governance processes. 
Our analysis finds that international agencies and non-state actors were able to find 
spaces to engage in China’s COVID-19 response, albeit in a more circumscribed 
manner. There were three conditions prompting the Chinese government to allow 
for the engagement of actors beyond the state in this case. These were: the scale 
and complexity of the NTS crisis; the pressure on state legitimacy and the cost of 
government failure in the response, and trust engendered from the history of engage-
ment and cooperation with the other actors.

That there were openings for non-state engagement in China’s COVID-19 
response supports our argument that security governance beyond the state can take 
place in a less conducive environment like East Asia, in a controlled and conditional 
way though. The findings from the case of China can be generalized to other con-
texts in East Asia, despite variations in factors such as the scale of NTS crises, state 
capacity, and state-society relations. Although the COVID-19 pandemic represents 
an unprecedented NTS crisis, East Asian countries have been prone to extraordinary 
NTS challenges that push the state to the limits of its capacity, evident in the Indian 
Ocean earthquake and tsunami in 2004 and the Great  East Japan earthquake and 
tsunami and subsequent nuclear crisis in 2011. In addition, while East Asian coun-
tries vary significantly in political systems and levels of economic development, 
they share a general position on the centrality of the state in security governance, 
which will be elaborated further in the following sections. Since field research was 
not feasible due to travel restrictions, the research on China’s COVID-19 response 
drew mainly from the data provided by international agencies and the Chinese gov-
ernment, as well as reports by international media and established Chinese media 
and social media platforms. Online interviews with people in China who have direct 
experience or close knowledge about the process were also conducted.
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2  Evolving Security Governance in East Asia

The nature of security governance in the EU was largely defined by a few factors, 
which included the emergence of the post-Westphalian state which led to the expan-
sion of security agenda in the EU (Sperling and Webber 2014: 133), the establish-
ment of supranational institutions in the EU that took over certain functions from 
national governments and became supranational security providers in their own right 
(Sperling 2008), and a greater role of non-state actors such as non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and the private sector in security governance (Webber et al. 
2004: 5–6). The liberal political environment has been an important reason why 
non-state actors are able to form separate centers of authority for governance (Sper-
ling and Webber 2014: 134). In contrast to the EU, we have seen different dynamics 
in East Asia, where the states’ disposition to the involvement of other actors in deal-
ing with NTS crises is generally cautious, or at best ambiguous. However, there are 
instances where such control is loosened, and when international agencies, foreign 
NGOs and domestic civil society groups get to be security providers.

2.1  State Dominance and Broadening Security Agenda

The role of the state in the governance processes is underpinned by its advantages 
over other security providers in two dimensions—material and political (Sperling 
and Webber 2014: 133). With its vast institutional machinery, the state has the 
capacity to achieve its goals given its stable access to a range of resources from fis-
cal, material and human resources to military force, expertise and technology. In 
contrast, non-state actors, such as NGOs, the private sector, and spontaneous vol-
unteer groups that are mobilized in response to a particular NTS event, particularly 
the national and local ones in developing countries, often face constraints in fund-
ing, resource, experience and organization as security providers (Khieng and Dahles 
2015: 1413; Parks 2008: 214). These issues can determine the way they contribute to 
the governance processes and lead to the ad hoc nature of their involvement in many 
cases. Aside from access to resources, political and normative factors are signifi-
cant in shaping the state-dominated model of security governance in East Asia. In 
the case of disaster relief, for instance, practitioners note that nationalist sentiments 
affect how humanitarian operations are carried out since an appeal for international 
assistance risks offending national pride and thus leads to doubt in the government’s 
capability and effectiveness in governance.2 These explain the reticence of states to 
open spaces for the involvement of foreign actors and domestic non-state actors in 
security issues, even NTS crisis.

2 For instance, Said Faisal, former Executive Director of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humani-
tarian Assistance on disaster management, discussed the impact of growing nationalism on disaster man-
agement in Southeast Asia at a webinar titled ‘Humanitarian futures in the post-COVID-19 world’, held 
on 3 June 2020. https ://www.rsis.edu.sg/event /nts-centr e-webin ar-on-human itari an-futur es-in-the-post-
covid -19-world /#.XyKJS 4gzbI U.

https://www.rsis.edu.sg/event/nts-centre-webinar-on-humanitarian-futures-in-the-post-covid-19-world/#.XyKJS4gzbIU
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/event/nts-centre-webinar-on-humanitarian-futures-in-the-post-covid-19-world/#.XyKJS4gzbIU
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Instead of embracing the post-Westphalian sovereignty, East Asian countries are 
strong proponents of Westphalian norms such as respect for sovereignty and non-
interference. This normative preference heavily influences their views on the roles of 
regional and international institutions and non-state actors in security governance. 
East Asian regional frameworks such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and the ASEAN Plus Three serve more as platforms for dialogue, coop-
eration and coordination. Compared with the EU which takes on the role of secu-
rity provider, they are under-institutionalized, with limited capacity to act jointly to 
address security threats. ASEAN is an exception, as its Charter provides the legal 
foundation and institutional frameworks for the regional grouping to evolve into a 
community of ten Southeast Asian countries. Even then, the ASEAN Way that is 
defined by the norms of non-interference and consensus decision-making mitigates 
the erosion of state sovereignty and preserves the primacy of the state in security 
provision. While the political space for non-state actors to participate in security 
policy processes and practices in East Asia has expanded in recent decades, there 
are limits to the depth and scope of their involvement. Related regional networks 
and mechanisms are designed to be consultative rather than functional. The mode of 
participation for non-state actors is strictly regulated by governments and their abil-
ity to advance their agendas is limited (Gerard 2013).

While the political settings at national and regional levels are not conducive for a 
non-state-centric approach to security governance in East Asia, the region has seen 
the broadening of the security agenda as in the EU, due to its vulnerability to NTS 
threats, evident in an array of major crises in the past two decades. Some exam-
ples included the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003, 
Cyclone Nargis in 2008, Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 and the earthquake and tsunami 
in Indonesia in 2018. The European practices have led to the assumption that “the 
changed nature of the state has conditioned and accelerated the process of securiti-
zation” (Sperling and Webber 2014: 133). In East Asia, however, the securitization 
of non-military problems was primarily led by national governments in the early 
2000s. A good example is the invocation of NTS in the official documents in the 
region, such as the Joint Declaration of ASEAN and China on Cooperation in the 
Field of Non-traditional Security Issues in 2002 and the Memorandum of Under-
standing on NTS cooperation in 2004 (Arase 2010: 822). Despite the state-led nature 
of the securitizing move in East Asia, the broadening security agenda contributed to 
the opening of the security governance processes to other actors, as is demonstrated 
in the case study of this article that the salience of NTS crises can compel the gov-
ernment to allow other actors to play a greater role as security providers in certain 
circumstances.

2.2  Opening Spaces for Other Actors

In this article, we identify three factors that are likely to influence the state’s attitude 
toward the involvement of other actors in the governance processes: the scale and 
complexity of the NTS problem concerned; pressures on the legitimacy of the gov-
ernment; and trust built from experience engaging with actors beyond the state.
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2.2.1  Capacity Pressures

First, the security governance space is more likely to open for the involvement of 
other actors when the scale and complexity of the NTS threats push governments 
to their limits in terms of capacity and resources. The response to typhoon Haiyan 
in the Philippines illustrates this. The typhoon was one of the strongest in the coun-
try’s history, leaving over 6,000 people dead and millions displaced. Although the 
Philippine government took pre-emptive measures to mitigate its impact, it was 
overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the disaster (Santiago et al. 2016: 646). The UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and other UN agen-
cies provided critical assistance to the country’s relief efforts. The Armed Forces of 
the Philippines received assistance from the US Pacific Command and the Japanese 
Self-Defence Force, which sent ships and aircraft to help in aid delivery and logis-
tics (Salmons 2019).

Indonesia is another case in point. Due to its high vulnerability to natural haz-
ards, the country has built strong capacity in disaster management over the years. 
Hence, Jakarta did not request international humanitarian aid after a 7.0 magnitude 
earthquake hit the island of Lombok on 5 August 2018. However, a few weeks later, 
when a 7.5 magnitude earthquake followed by tsunami hit the city of Palu, when the 
capacity and resources of Indonesia’s disaster management system were still focused 
on the recovery efforts in Lombok, the government was compelled to appeal for 
international assistance (Reuters 2018).

2.2.2  Legitimacy Pressures

Pressures on government legitimacy are another factor that influences the govern-
ment’s attitude toward the participation of other actors in NTS governance. Given 
the salience of NTS issues in East Asia, failure to effectively manage such chal-
lenges could result in criticisms of the government’s performance and political pres-
sures from both at home and abroad. To defend and maintain its legitimacy, the gov-
ernment concerned is more likely to accept the participation of other actors.

During the SARS outbreak in 2003, which first started in China’s Guangdong 
Province and spread across the globe, Beijing came under criticism by the WHO 
for its lack of transparency and for withholding information about the nature of the 
disease (Hanrieder and Kreuder-Sonnen 2014: 332). The WHO declared SARS as a 
threat to global public health, followed by travel advisories to affected districts and 
countries with major outbreaks. Under normal circumstances, such criticisms and 
travel advisories would have been regarded by China as interference in its domestic 
affairs. But the inability of the central government to rapidly contain the spread of 
the new virus, which was highly virulent and had no known cure, triggered public 
fear and anxiety. The economic fallout that followed put tremendous pressure on 
Beijing. In the interest of protecting its legitimacy, Beijing was pressured to cooper-
ate with the WHO and work with its neighbors in ASEAN to contain and mitigate 
the transboundary impact of the disease. However, when engagement with other 
actors leads to doubts over the government’s ability or legitimacy in governance 
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like in the case of China during SARS, the space for involvement is likely to be 
restricted.

2.2.3  Trust

Third, the level of trust influences the nature and extent of involvement by other 
actors in the governance of NTS issues. This was seen in the aftermath of cyclone 
Nargis in 2008 when the Myanmar government initially refused to accept interna-
tional humanitarian aid due to its distrust of Western countries and humanitarian 
organizations (Howe and Bang 2017: 71). It took intervention by ASEAN to per-
suade the government to accept foreign assistance through the Tripartite Core Group 
framework. The framework brought together three parties—Myanmar, the UN and 
ASEAN—to coordinate, facilitate and monitor the international assistance. Myan-
mar’s trust in ASEAN underpinned the success of ASEAN’s diplomacy. In China, 
environmental NGOs have been more visible and active in promoting environmental 
protection than had been expected. These NGOs gained the trust of the government 
by refraining from joining activities that are perceived as threatening by the govern-
ment, such as public protests (Wu and Wen 2014: 112–114).

In addition, institutionalized cooperation and coordination, which cultivate a his-
tory of positive interactions among different actors, facilitate the further opening of 
security governance spaces. For instance, the presence of foreign military in a sover-
eign state is sensitive and requires a high level of mutual trust, yet military coopera-
tion in disaster response in East Asia is not uncommon. The formal military alliance 
between the US and a few East Asian states has enabled the substantive involvement 
of the US military in disaster relief in the region, such as the response operations 
after the complex disaster in East Japan in 2011 and typhoon Haiyan in 2013.

3  China’s Response to COVID‑19

Many of the aforementioned nuances in security governance in East Asia and vari-
ations from the Eurocentric theories can be seen in the way China has responded 
to the global health crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. This section shows 
the centrality of the state in managing an existential (security) threat, while also 
describing how avenues have opened for the involvement of foreign organizations 
and domestic non-state actors in the processes of security governance.

Drawing lessons from the SARS outbreak in 2003, China had made efforts to 
strengthen its public health emergency management. Since 2004, the state had intro-
duced new legislative measures to deal with public health emergencies, a nationwide 
disease reporting system that covers almost the entire country, and the National 
Response Plan for Public Health Emergencies (Huang 2015: 92; Xue and Zeng 
2019: 50). Health expenditure per capita increased from USD 133 in 2005 to USD 
441 in 2017, and the percentage of health expenditure in China’s gross domestic 
product (GDP) increased from 4.1 in 2005 to 5.2 in 2017 (WHO n.d.). With such 
improvements, the Chinese government could be assumed to be better prepared and 
equipped for another major infectious disease outbreak than in 2003. However, the 
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chaos in Wuhan in the early stage of the response revealed the deficiencies in this 
system.

Moreover, China’s political system allows for the state to have overall control in 
addressing an imminent security threat. The CPC which leads both the government 
and the military commands more resources and capacity than any other actor in the 
country. Nevertheless, the challenges of dealing with COVID-19 exposed major 
gaps in the state-dominated process in areas such as supplies, logistics and support 
for vulnerable groups, especially in the initial stage of the outbreak. The urgency, 
uncertainty and complexity of the pandemic stretched the capacity of the state to its 
limits. In addition, controversies over the government’s handling of the early cases 
added to the pressures on Beijing to succeed in containing the outbreak. Against 
this background, we examine how diverse actors got involved in the COVID-19 
response. The rest of this section examines how China responded to the COVID-19 
outbreak in Wuhan, with a focus on analyzing the roles of actors other than the state.

3.1  State‑Led Emergency Response

In December 2019, dozens of pneumonia cases of unknown cause were reported 
in Wuhan, the capital city of Hubei Province in central China. On 31 December, 
Wuhan’s municipal government released an official statement about the situation in 
the city (Hubei Provincial Health Commission 2019). In January 2020, China began 
sharing information with the WHO, including an initial assessment that it was a 
new coronavirus and the genome sequence of COVID-19. In this period, while local 
authorities had put in place measures such as temperature screening, contact tracing 
and quarantine, life in Wuhan was largely unaffected (Zhao 2020).

The turning point came on 20 January, after a visit to Wuhan by six of the coun-
try’s top medical and disease control experts dispatched by the National Health 
Commission (NHC). The team concluded that the new coronavirus was transmis-
sible between humans and that frontline medical staff were already exposed (NHC 
2020). Their findings prompted the CPC to securitize the new coronavirus disease. 
In response to the experts’ findings, the State Council classified the novel coronavi-
rus pneumonia as a Class B infectious disease on 20 January, which would allow for 
very strict preventive and control measures. On the same day, President Xi Jinping 
instructed his officials to ensure that the people’s life, security and health be put 
first.3 At a meeting of the top CPC officials on 25 January, Xi spoke of the “battle to 
contain the virus”. In the same meeting, the CPC established a high-level taskforce 
chaired by Premier Li Keqiang and a steering group to be stationed in Wuhan led by 
Vice Premier Sun Chunlan (Xinhua 2020a).

The securitization of the pandemic introduced extraordinary measures to con-
tain the disease. On 22 January, Beijing ordered the lockdown of Wuhan and Hubei 

3 In Xi’s remarks in Chinese, the word ‘anquan’ was used, which means both safety and security in 
Chinese. But in the English version of the White Paper, it is translated as ‘people’s lives and health must 
come first’. See State Council Information Office of China. 2020. Fighting COVID-19: China in action. 7 
June. http://www.xinhu anet.com/engli sh/2020-06/07/c_13912 0424.htm.

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-06/07/c_139120424.htm
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Province to prevent further spread of the disease. They closed the airport and rail-
way stations, and suspended public transport, which effectively cut off Hubei, par-
ticularly Wuhan, from other parts of China. Residents were advised not to make 
non-essential trips out of the city from 23 January onwards (Provincial Government 
of Hubei 2020a, b).

As well as addressing the transmission routes of the epidemic, dealing with the 
cases in Wuhan was a priority. The situation had worsened rapidly, with the numbers 
of new cases in Wuhan surging from 4109 on 1 February to 39,462 on 15 February.4 
The announcement about the outbreak on 23 January had caused public panic in the 
city and people rushed to hospitals for test and treatment (Kuo 2020). This resulted 
in severe shortages of manpower, beds and medical supplies (Fifield 2020).

The CPC started the largest mobilization of manpower and resources for a pub-
lic health emergency in its history by rallying a total of over 43,000 health work-
ers across the country to support the medical response in Wuhan and Hubei. To fill 
the huge gap in hospital beds in Wuhan, the municipal government transformed 
two scores of ordinary hospitals, built two temporary hospitals and established 16 
temporary treatment centers (Xinhua 2020b). These efforts had created over 26,000 
beds for COVID-19 patients with varying severity (Xinhua 2020d). The results of 
this unprecedented level of mobilization started to show in mid-February when 
the curve was flattened. The lockdown was lifted on 8 April (Xinhua 2020i). On 
26 April, the last COVID-19 patient in Wuhan was discharged, marking the end of 
China’s response in the epicenter of the outbreak.

3.2  WHO and Other UN Agencies

Even though the state prioritized epidemic control over other work and demon-
strated strong ability to mobilize resources, China’s COVID-19 response still saw 
the involvement of international organizations, NGOs, volunteers (self-organized 
and government-mobilized), private foundations, and enterprises. International 
organizations donated medical supplies and provided political and technical support. 
The WHO played the most prominent role among the international organizations 
operating in China, serving as a global window for updates on the situation in China 
and as a source of advice and guidelines for the global response. As noted earlier, 
the Chinese government had been sharing information with the WHO since early 
January. In February, a China-WHO joint expert group visited several Chinese cit-
ies to assess China’s COVID-19 response, releasing a report on 25 February that 
described China’s experience, identified lessons learned and provided recommenda-
tions for China and the world.

Various other UN agencies and intergovernmental organizations sent much-
needed supplies. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) delivered medi-
cal supplies worth of over 1 million USD to China between January and March 
(UNICEF 2020), while the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

4 Author compiled from the website of Hubei Provincial Health Commission, http://wjw.hubei .gov.cn/
bmdt/ztzl/fkxxg zbdgr fyyq/xxfb/, last accessed on 26 June 2020.

http://wjw.hubei.gov.cn/bmdt/ztzl/fkxxgzbdgrfyyq/xxfb/
http://wjw.hubei.gov.cn/bmdt/ztzl/fkxxgzbdgrfyyq/xxfb/
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donated medical supplies worth 500,000 USD in February (UNDP 2020a). The 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO) sent non-invasive ventilators, 
patient monitoring systems and infusion pumps in March (FAO 2020b). In the early 
phase of the outbreak in China, these helped alleviate the severe shortage of criti-
cal medical items. Other international agencies, such as the World Food Programme 
and United Nations Population Fund, also offered support (FAO 2020a).

The support of UN agencies and organizations extended beyond providing sup-
plies. Recognizing that people living with HIV (PLHIV) in Wuhan and Hubei risked 
running out of anti-HIV medicines because of the containment measures (Kelland 
and Liu 2020), the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) allo-
cated a special fund to support clinics and community groups engaged in providing 
drug dispensing services. In addition, the agency collaborated with the Hubei gov-
ernment in operating a hotline to provide counselling for PLHIV and other commu-
nities. Over 4,500 people in Hubei benefited from these projects (UN 2020b).

Several information campaigns were launched, including the “Spread the Word, 
Not the Virus” campaign by the UNDP to promote awareness on how people could 
protect themselves against the virus, which reached 36 million people in China 
(UNDP 2020b). To increase the inclusiveness of the campaign, the organization 
produced videos in different Chinese dialects and solicited the participation of 
celebrities. On Zero Discrimination Day on 1 March 2020, the UNAIDS office in 
China focused on coping with discrimination against and abuse of people infected 
by COVID-19 (UN 2020a). As China started resuming socio-economic activities in 
March, the WHO and International Labour Organization (ILO) each issued guide-
lines on safe return to work (Xinhua 2020h; ILO 2020). These international organi-
zations were able to leverage their authority in their respective areas of focus to com-
plement the government’s efforts to counter misinformation during the outbreak.

3.3  NGOs and Volunteer Groups

NGOs, private foundations, volunteer groups, and other social organizations filled 
gaps in medical supplies, logistics, pre-hospitalization support, counselling, com-
munity services, and protection and support for vulnerable groups. Some of the 
NGOs and private foundations that had previously been involved in disaster relief in 
China had begun monitoring the situation even before the lockdown of Wuhan and 
were able to move quickly. The One Foundation kicked off its response on 22 Janu-
ary, focusing on supply of protective equipment for frontline staff, test kits and hos-
pital equipment, and containment efforts in communities (One Foundation 2020). 
Relying on its previously established network, the One Foundation had reached 996 
hospitals and 521 communities in Hubei and raised over 80 million USD by the 
end of March. The Han Hong Love Charity Foundation called for donations on 24 
January and had received about 50 million USD by 21 March. The major part of the 
funds, nearly 80 percent, went toward medical supplies for 271 healthcare facilities 
in Hubei (China Philanthropy Times 2020).

Also active in fundraising and sourcing medical supplies were alumni associa-
tions of various universities in Wuhan and Hubei. Alumni of Wuhan University in 
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different cities and countries had raised over 30 million USD by mid-April (Alumni 
Association of Wuhan University 2020), and procured tens of thousands of masks, 
goggles and protective suits. Similarly, Huazhong University of Science and Tech-
nology alumni living in Germany had managed to procure 25,000 protective suits, 
240,000 masks and 4000 goggles in Germany by 28 January and dispatched them to 
64 hospitals across Hubei (Xiao et al. 2020).

Volunteer groups also stepped in. The Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia (NCP) 
Life Support, a volunteer initiative launched on  the day when  the lockdown was 
announced, mobilized 600 medical practitioners, social workers and psychologi-
cal counsellors to provide pre-hospitalization medical support, which ranged from 
online medical consultation and counselling for patients with mild symptoms to 
coordination between families with critical patients and the relevant authorities 
(Chen 2020; Yan 2020). Between 8 and 17 February, the NCP online platform 
received 814 requests for help from patients and provided counselling to 412 people 
(Liu and Wangxu 2020). Groups of volunteer drivers were also formed to meet the 
surging demand for delivery and transport services during the lockdown. They pro-
vided free transport for frontline staff and patients, and delivered medical supplies 
to hospitals and groceries to residential communities. Initial numbers showed over 
10,000 drivers joining such groups (Li and Xu 2020).

Aside from COVID-19 patients and their families, there were other groups that 
were hit hard by the outbreak, such as people with disabilities and patients with 
illnesses that require timely and regular treatment but could not be attended to 
since hospitals and government agencies in Hubei focused mostly on dealing with 
COVID-19 cases. Volunteer groups like the Inclusion China Network Programme of 
the Beijing Xiaogeng Foundation for the Disabled launched a network of emergency 
support on 30 January to support families with special needs (like a group of over 
200 children with epilepsy who were unable to get medication) and connect them to 
sources of assistance (Xiao et al. 2020). A group known as “No Red Packets” helped 
people with serious illnesses like cancer, brain haemorrhage and chronic kidney 
problems in arranging for consultation and treatment (Xiao et al. 2020).

The efforts of these self-organized volunteer groups helped draw the govern-
ment’s attention to the needs of other vulnerable communities. In mid-February, the 
Wuhan municipal government designated a number of hospitals to resume certain 
functions for non-COVID patients with urgent needs (Xinhua 2020f). Given the help 
provided by these groups, the municipal government started mobilizing volunteers 
to assist the staff of their community management offices and government officials 
in managing entry points, screening high-risk populations, organizing procurement 
and delivery of groceries, sharing information and policies, and supporting vulner-
able groups.5

5 Author’s interview with a volunteer in Wuhan, 15 May 2020.
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3.4  Private Sector

The pandemic also showed how business corporations contributed to emergency 
response. A study shows that Chinese businesses had donated over 22.4 billion 
RMB (4 billion USD) by 7 March (Tencent News 2020), of which 3.1 billion USD 
was in cash. Major donors included Tencent and Alibaba, each giving over 150 mil-
lion USD. Chinese companies also contributed based on their respective strengths 
in areas such as logistics, communications, and production of critical items. Shun-
feng Express opened additional flights between Wuhan and destinations like Bei-
jing, Hangzhou, Shenzhen, Seoul, and Tokyo to transport critical medical supplies. 
Between 24 January and 6 February, the company delivered over 800 tonnes of 
materials to Wuhan (Shunfeng Express 2020a). Jingdong, an online shopping plat-
form, mobilized its global supply chains, extensive network of warehouses across 
China, and its logistic channels to procure and deliver critical medical supplies and 
essentials to hospitals and residential communities in Wuhan and Hubei. In mid-
February, Jingdong Health launched an online platform to enable patients in Hubei 
with chronic illnesses to register for help with their medication. By matching their 
needs with the stocks of pharmaceutical companies and pharmacies, the platform 
provided critical assistance to patients running out of essential medications (Xiao 
et al. 2020). The important contributions of the private sector in the response were 
duly recognized by the appreciation letters sent by the central and local governments 
to the enterprises concerned, which included producers of detergents and masks as 
well as logistic companies (Yangtze Evening Post 2020; Tianjin Daily 2020; Shun-
feng Express 2020b).

3.5  Social Media

Social media served as crucial platforms for communication related to the COVID-
19 response. UN agencies made use of their own social media accounts for the 
information campaigns described earlier. Many volunteer groups relied on Wechat 
groups to organize and share information. Weibo opened a super topic on COVID-
19 on 29 January, which gathered together all posts carrying the tag “COVID-19 
patients seeking help” and detailed information on patients and their symptoms. In 
the first week, the super topic collected 500 posts and these were read 550 million 
times (Guancha 2020). As of 14 March 2020, the super topic had collected and veri-
fied over 10,000 related posts, with 3000 eventually reported to the relevant authori-
ties (Manager of Super Topic 2020).

4  Explaining the Opening of Spaces in the Governance of COVID‑19

The previous section showed how international agencies and non-state actors played 
a range of roles in the state-dominated response to COVID-19. In examining how 
governance spaces opened up for these actors, we see the same three factors we 
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discussed earlier (in relation to the broadening of NTS governance in East Asia) 
come into focus. They are: the complexity and uncertainty of the outbreak leading to 
capacity gaps; the pressure on the state to succeed due to the implications for state 
legitimacy; and experience working with the actors concerned.

4.1  Capacity Pressures in the COVID‑19 Response

The capacity issues in the early phase of the state-led response contributed to the 
opening of the space of governance to other actors. First, there was the acute short-
age of medical supplies. The spokesperson for China’s Foreign Ministry noted on 
3 February the urgent need for medical supplies such as medical masks, protective 
suits, and goggles (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China 2020). A vice mayor in 
Wuhan said the city was short of 41,400 protective suits, 56,800 N95 masks, and 
19,200 goggles on 6 February alone (Xinhua 2020c).

The shortage was caused by several factors, including the nature and scale of 
the pandemic and the timing of the outbreak. The differences between COVID-19 
and SARS posed challenges to China’s response system, which had been largely 
informed by the lessons from dealing with SARS. The transmissibility of COVID-
19 is higher than SARS, while its clinical spectrum is different with a majority of 
cases showing mild or no symptoms, which increases the difficulty in conducting 
surveillance (Wilder-Smith et al. 2020). As a consequence, Wuhan alone saw 46,464 
confirmed cases and 3869 deaths related to COVID-19 as of 30 April 2020, com-
pared to 5327 confirmed cases and 348 deaths across China during the SARS epi-
demic (WHO 2003). In particular, the daily number of confirmed cases increased 
rapidly in between late January and early February, reaching 13,436 on 12 Febru-
ary.6 The large difference in cases and deaths is indicative of the enormous pressure 
on the healthcare system in the city of Wuhan. Further, little was known about the 
virus and disease at the beginning, with the situation evolving fast; the uncertainty 
over the scale and duration of the outbreak increased the difficulties.7

Moreover, the outbreak unfolded just a few days before Chinese New Year, when 
most socio-economic activities stopped for a week-long holiday, including the pro-
duction of critical medical supplies. This affected the mobilization and deployment 
of resources and capacity (Wang 2020). Due to the urgency in addressing the short-
age, the government agreed that donations from the public and from non-state actors 
could be sent directly to hospitals in Wuhan, when theoretically all donations should 
be made to and deployed by officially designated recipients, such as the Wuhan Red 
Cross and the Wuhan Charity Federation in this case.

The severe lack of manpower was another major constraint facing the state-led 
response. While the scale of the outbreak partly explained the shortage, the features 
of the disease and the containment measures were also a contributing factor as the 

6 Author’s compilation of the daily number of confirmed cases between 23 January and 23 April 2020 
from the website of Hubei Provincial Health Commission, http://wjw.hubei .gov.cn/bmdt/ztzl/fkxxg zbdgr 
fyyq/xxfb/, last accessed on 26 June 2020.
7 Author’s online interview with an expert on emergency management in China, 18 June 2020.

http://wjw.hubei.gov.cn/bmdt/ztzl/fkxxgzbdgrfyyq/xxfb/
http://wjw.hubei.gov.cn/bmdt/ztzl/fkxxgzbdgrfyyq/xxfb/
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risk of infection was a concern for many people, and volunteers outside Hubei or 
Wuhan were unable to enter freely. As a result, there was a severe lack of manpower 
in the official response.8 The involvement of other actors, particularly self-mobilized 
volunteer groups like NCP Life Support and Inclusion China, became necessary. 
Also, when Wuhan began to tighten rules for residential communities in mid-Feb-
ruary, with residents not being allowed to step out, provision had to be made for 
services like procurement and delivery of groceries and essential medication. The 
municipal government issued a call for volunteers across the city on 23 February 
after the Mayor of Wuhan highlighted the importance of mobilizing local residents 
(Xinhua 2020e).

4.2  Domestic and International Legitimacy at Stake

The process and outcome of China’s COVID-19 response have important implica-
tions for its domestic and international legitimacy. In the Chinese culture, disaster 
response has been a key mandate of the state and disasters in this context include not 
only natural hazards but also epidemics. Such thinking is reflected by the fact that Xi 
Jinping referred to the COVID-19 response as a major test of the CPC’s governance 
ability (Tong 2020).

Thus, it became a concern when the Wuhan municipal government was widely 
criticized for its poor handling of the pandemic, particularly on the internet. Ques-
tions were raised over the mobilization and allocation of resources as media reports 
showed frontline medical staff being short of protective equipment particularly in 
the initial phase of the outbreak. Moreover, the organizations officially designated 
to receive public donations faced criticisms over how they managed the donations 
of medical supplies and cash (Guo 2020). In response, the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
changed the rules on the management of donations by NGOs and private foundations 
a few times, which gradually broadened the space for other actors to get involved in 
the process (Snape 2020). Public discontent heightened as several medical profes-
sionals passed away in Wuhan within a few days of each other in mid-February (Su 
2020). While it is debatable whether such incidents threatened the legitimacy of the 
state, the CPC were under enormous pressure to successfully control the epidemic 
and even eliminate it in the country. This is evident from Xi’s remarks in March in 
Wuhan that urged CPC members and officials to deliver satisfactory results in the 
major test (Xinhua 2020g).

The outbreak also put China’s international legitimacy at stake. The Chinese gov-
ernment had been accused of lacking transparency in dealing with SARS. Learning 
from the past, China reported and shared its data on COVID-19 with the WHO early 
on in the outbreak. Despite the different opinions on whether such efforts were suf-
ficient, China’s cooperation with the international body rendered some legitimacy to 
its pandemic response. That the WHO took a careful approach in dealing with China 
this time, unlike during the SARS outbreak when it resorted to naming and shaming 

8 Author’s online interview with a volunteer in Wuhan, 15 May 2020.
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when Beijing was slow in responding and was deemed not transparent and coop-
erative, went a long way in getting China to be more willing in sharing information 
about the COVID-19 outbreak.

4.3  Varying Levels of Trust

While the important role of the WHO in China’s COVID-19 response was supported 
by its authority as the global body for public health, trust is also an enabling fac-
tor. One indicator of a good relationship is that the WHO has been the second larg-
est recipient of China’s humanitarian funding to the UN system between 2000 and 
2020, accounting for around 30 percent of such funding.9 Trust also applies to the 
activities of the other UN agencies during the response. In addition to the consent 
of the government, the agencies were supported by local partners. The social media 
campaigns were endorsed by Chinese goodwill ambassadors and the UNAIDS effort 
to support vulnerable groups was carried out by local volunteers in Wuhan.

In contrast to the established mechanisms for international agencies, coordina-
tion was a major challenge facing non-state actors (Wang 2020). Major private foun-
dations like the One Foundation had invested in building local partnerships across 
China and were able to activate such networks even amid the lockdown. However, a 
majority of the non-state actors this time were volunteer groups that spontaneously 
organized during the outbreak. The contributions of these actors were constrained 
by a  lack of access to information about the gaps in the state-led response.10 For 
instance, the “No Red Packets” group was only able to arrange treatment for one 
third of the non-COVID-19 patients who turned to them for help. The initiator of 
NCP Life Support attempted to seek official support for a platform providing infor-
mation on the needs of hospitals in Wuhan but failed (Liu and Wangxu 2020). The 
inadequate engagement could be traced to health authorities and local governments 
in Wuhan and Hubei having limited experience in engaging with NGOs and vol-
unteer groups (Liu and Wangxu 2020). This led to the activities of these non-state 
actors being largely disconnected from the official process, which undermined the 
effectiveness of the overall response.

5  Conclusion

As the security governance literature develops, it is important to include and 
reflect the diversity of security practices across the world to expand and enrich 
scholarship in this area. To advance that goal, this article examines the extent 
to which the Eurocentric theories of security governance are able to explain the 
way countries in East Asia govern NTS challenges, and how state and non-state 
actors negotiate the governance space in responding to NTS challenges. What we 

9 The number is based on China’s donations to UN agencies recorded in the Financial Tracking Service 
of UN OCHA, https ://fts.unoch a.org/data-searc h, accessed 20 July 2020.
10 Author’s online interview with an NGO practitioner involved in the response, 12 June 2020.

https://fts.unocha.org/data-search
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see is that, in East Asia, the state remains the dominant actor in the governance 
of NTS issues. This dominance is underpinned by the significant gap in capacity 
between the state and other actors, domestic institutions and regional institutions. 
The dominance is particularly obvious in the face of major NTS challenges like 
pandemic outbreaks, when the response requires a whole range of measures, from 
political and security to economic and diplomatic means. This state dominance 
challenges the assumption of European security governance theories that the 
changes in the post-Cold War regional and global security environment, including 
the rise of NTS challenges that had increased the salience and role of a multiplic-
ity of actors, have also led to a diffusion of power among those actors. Indeed, 
in East Asia, the wariness of states toward certain non-state actors imposes con-
straints on states loosening control and allowing other actors to participate in 
governance processes.

At the same time, there are significant times and particular cases when diffu-
sion of power and authority could occur, if only in a limited way. The analysis of 
China’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak shows that in spite of the unprec-
edented mobilization of the state’s resources to deal with the pandemic threat, 
many gaps existed which allowed international agencies and non-state actors 
to participate and contribute to containing the problem. The involvement of the 
WHO throughout the pandemic response lessened concerns about transparency; 
the donations from enterprises, alumni associations and other societal groups 
alleviated the shortage of medical supplies and eased the pressures on the state 
over resource mobilization and deployment; and the activities of volunteer groups 
and private foundations covered the issues left unattended by the authorities. In 
essence, states may loosen control over security governance under the following 
conditions: when the capacity of the state is stretched to the limit, when ineffec-
tive governance affects the reputation and legitimacy of the state, and when there 
is trust between state and non-state actors due to prior positive interactions and 
experience.

In conclusion, while it is important to understand the variations in security gov-
ernance and to appreciate the importance of context, it does not in any way diminish 
the significance and contribution of the concept of security governance, particularly 
in highlighting the dynamic changes in the global strategic environment and how 
NTS issues are being governed. While the political and security milieu in East Asia 
matters, how security governance has evolved, the kinds of actors that have entered 
the security arena, and the processes that are evolving are useful markers to observe 
and to follow. Doing so enables us to better appreciate the possible entry points for 
critical interventions to be made by state and non-state actors if the aim of secu-
rity is to protect and also to provide for the security needs of societies, especially 
vulnerable groups and communities. Security governance of NTS therefore pro-
vides another rich area for more research, not only to increase knowledge but also to 
inform policy in a rapidly changing security environment.
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