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	Cambodia, 2003. Resettled Khmer Rouge soldiers have set up community forestry – educating the younger generation on environment day. Photo: AFSC 


American Friends Service Committee has been active in Asia for close to eight decades. While locations and activities have changed, AFSC’s goals in the region have remained constant:  to reach across the barriers that divide, to alleviate the suffering of war and disaster, and to act as a force for understanding and reconciliation.  

AFSC has provided relief regardless of political affiliation in conflict zones of the region since World War II, at the same time educating Americans about the horrors of war and the destructiveness of militarism.  As challenges and regional dynamics have changed, AFSC has changed programmatic focus, but never its underlying goals.

Asia and its Evolving Role on the World Stage

The new millennium has ushered in a very different Asia from the Asia of 30 or 60 years ago.  Asian countries have become major economic players on the world stage, at the cutting edge in terms of technology and manufacturing.  Regional political and economic structures have led to much greater cross regional exchange of business, people, and ideas.  There is a sense of confidence and dynamism in the region.  At the same time, there are also serious challenges:

· An increasing gap between the beneficiaries of economic growth and those left behind

· Ethnic and religious tensions that threaten peace within states and between states

· Deep legacies of mistrust and historical resentments that can flair into nationalist violence

· Concern that changing regional and global power structures could also spark increased militarism and arms build-up

AFSC’s program in Asia has moved in response to the times.  The last several years have seen the devolvement of programs in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.  At the same time, new programming has been initiated or expanded in Indonesia, China, North Korea, and regionally through the Quaker International Affairs Representatives  [QIARs].  

History of Involvement
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	Japan. After WWII, AFSC helped set up orphanages and children’s programs. Photo: AFSC 


AFSC work in Asia dates back more than 80 years to the Tokyo earthquake of 1923.  Sustained activity began in the 1940’s focusing on  wartime and postwar relief in China and Japan.   Friends were heavily involved in postwar reconstruction and reconciliation after World War II and the Korean War.  In the 1950’s and 60’s AFSC also provided development assistance in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.  The same period saw the first appointment  of Quaker International Affairs Representatives [QIARs] to the region. The QIAR program of the 1950’s and 60’s focused on young diplomats, providing exposure to issues of the day and opportunities for regional dialogue.  

The period during and after the Vietnam War saw AFSC becoming deeply engaged in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.  During the war, AFSC provided humanitarian relief to all sides.   After the war,  AFSC chose to maintain a presence, in order to contribute to the reconstruction of these devastated countries.  AFSC piloted innovative work related to disabilities, cluster bombs, unexploded ordinance and Agent Orange, gender, and community development in remote areas.   At a time when these countries were isolated by embargo and Cold War politics, AFSC’s presence acted as a channel for reconciliation and for challenging the stereotypes and misinformation on both sides of the ideological divide.

AFSC's Changing Focus 

Over  the past ten years, the situation within Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam has changed dramatically, as have their external relationships with other countries.  All three countries are now linked regionally through ASEAN and have established normal diplomatic and trade relationships with the U.S.  There has been a large influx of development aid—through both bilateral and international organizations.  There has also been a dramatic rise in the number of local organizations and associations active in development work.   

In light of this changing situation, AFSC has gradually decreased the size of its program and has supported the move towards localization.   Segments of the Laos and Cambodia programs became local non-profit organizations in 2003 and 2004.  In January 2007, the Vietnam program became an independent organization, focused on poverty alleviation and women’s empowerment in one of the poorest provinces in the country.  
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	Indonesia. A regional conference for young diplomats in the 1970s. Photo: AFSC 


At the same time AFSC has gradually shifted its programmatic focus in the region.  This has included initiation and expansion of programming in North Korea, in Indonesia, and in China.  AFSC Quaker International Affairs Representatives [QIARs] for North East Asia and South East Asia extend AFSC’s reach even further, sponsoring issue-based meetings and exchanges that link partners regionally.  QIARs also maintain contact with Quaker United Nations Offices in New York and Geneva and with the Washington DC office.  They have supported community delegations to UN conferences and opened channels for local organizations and lesser heard voices to bring information and issues to UN bodies and to lawmakers in Washington DC. 

