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Summary 
 
This paper reviews the state of disaster response in Southeast Asia by looking at how the mechanisms of 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its member states are able to address complex 
crises—that is, the interface between natural and human-induced risks and vulnerabilities. While Southeast 
Asia is the world’s most disaster-prone region, both in terms of climate-related vulnerability and human-
induced disasters, this wealth of expertise has not been fully maximised at the ASEAN level and is largely 
limited to the sectoral silos that exist at the member-state level.  
 
The paper explores the potential of an ‘ASEAN Way’ of disaster response that is more responsive to 
increasing environmental and political risk by reviewing the experiences of ASEAN countries with previous 
or ongoing complex emergencies. Specific reference is made to Indonesia and its experience of 
reconstruction after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, which led to the 2005 signing of the ASEAN 
Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER) and the Aceh Peace 
Agreement, as well as similar events in Myanmar and the Philippines.  
 
The review finds that despite AADMER’s promise as a legally-binding treaty, most disaster response and 
emergency management innovations are largely reactive and remain centered at the national level, with 
limited exchanges across the region. More crucially, the non-interference principles that underpin the so-
called “ASEAN way” lock in a total focus on the physical aspect of reconstruction, even in cases where 
effects of environmental hazards are magnified by the political and operational complexity brought about 
by armed conflict and internal displacement. Nevertheless, regional efforts towards DRRM and non-
traditional security response by both state and non-state actors point to potential paths for humanitarian 
diplomacy in the ASEAN.  The paper ends with options on how to maximise AADMER and other ASEAN 
mechanisms to address both the socio-cultural and the political-security needs of the region, specifically by 
acknowledging the increasing complexity of disaster response, including its non-physical dimensions;  
expanding collaborations across the ASEAN regional architecture; and investing in localisation and private 
sector engagement. 
 
 
Keywords: ASEAN, AADMER, disaster risk reduction, complex emergencies, non-traditional security, 
Indonesia, Aceh, complex crises, COVID-19, humanitarian diplomacy  
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1. Background 
 
Southeast Asia is the world’s most disaster-prone region, both in terms of climate-related vulnerability and 
human-induced disasters. More than 50 percent of global disaster mortalities occurred in the ten member-
states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) from 2004 to 2014, accounting for an 
estimated USD 91 billion in economic losses. From the global total of 700,000 deaths due to natural 
disasters that occurred during this period, 354,000 fatalities (or more than half) occurred in Southeast Asia. 
An estimated 191 million people were displaced, and affected an additional 193 million people, translating 
to impacts on more than one in three people in the region (ASEAN, 2017a). Although interstate conflict 
has been largely avoided since the fractionalisation that characterized its founding decade, sub-regional 
conflict and inter-group tensions are still present in almost all ASEAN member states (AMS). As a result, 
its over 622 million (World Population Review, 2020) residents are vulnerable to intermittent cycles of 
displacement, contending with both natural hazards and outbreaks of armed violence. This is heightened 
by increasing urbanization and extreme climate events, leading to a spike in urban crises both natural and 
man-made, as well as the combinations thereof.  
 
A broader reading of ASEAN issuances points to an acknowledgment of DRR not only as a humanitarian 
concern but also a developmental and security challenge. The region’s primary policy instrument in relation 
to disaster risk reduction, the 2005 ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) is hailed as the “gold standard”, as the world’s first legally binding instrument on disaster 
response and the first multilateral regional agreement to the Hyogo Framework for Action (Simm, 2016; 
Valencia-Ospina, 2008, 2012). AADMER, which defines disasters as “a serious disruption of the 
functioning of a community or a society causing widespread human, material, economic or environmental 
losses”, adopts a comprehensive disaster management approach covering not only emergency response and 
relief but also DRR, preparedness, prevention and mitigation (ASEAN, 2005). This is complemented by 
the ASEAN Political Security Community Blueprint, which categorizes natural disasters as a non-
traditional security (NTS) issue, or a challenge to both human and national security that arises from non-
military and non-state sources (ASEAN, 2016b).  The APSC Blueprint commits to strengthen cooperation 
on NTS topics such as pandemics, transnational organised crimes, maritime piracy, climate change, 
financial crises, poverty, illegal migration, among others. (ASEAN 2009, 12).  During its opening activity 
in 2017, the APSC-created ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation (ASEAN-IPR) stressed the need 
for ASEAN member-states, the ASEAN secretariat, and the AADMER-created ASEAN Coordinating 
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) to examine possible interventions for human-induced 
disasters, although it was careful to speak in general terms, “without intending to specify specific contexts” 
(ASEAN, 2017b). 
 
The interaction of environmental hazards and human-induced disasters is the rule and not the exception in 
ASEAN. Existing reports point to how the experience of the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami provided impetus 
for the signing of AADMER in July 2005 (Koh, 2018). The same event catalysed the passage of a peace 
agreement between the Government of Indonesia and the secessionist Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (Free Aceh 
Movement, or GAM)—underscoring how cultural and conflict dynamics were major determinants in the 
response and rehabilitation process (Zeccola, 2010). ASEAN’s role in Cyclone Nargis, the worst natural 
disaster to occur in Myanmar and the most devastating cyclone in Southeast Asia since 1991, is cited as the 
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most successful case of ASEAN facilitation in post-crisis response to date (Özerdem, 2010; Howe & Bang, 
2017). The sensitive environment that required ASEAN’s bridging role after Nargis is reflected in how 
Myanmar is home to the most complex peace process in the world, its government having signed various 
ceasefire or disarmament deals with 40 groups from 1998 to 2010 (Oo, 2014; International Crisis Group, 
2005). In contrast, the Philippines, which has been forced to develop a relatively robust disaster response 
system due to its high disaster vulnerability, has peace processes with ‘only’ five non-state armed groups 
as of this writing (National Economic and Development Authority, 2017). 
 
However, the operationalization of AADMER has focused on physical, seismological, and climactic events, 
while interactions between armed conflict and environmental vulnerabilities have not been fully explored. 
This is doubly true for so-called ‘complex emergencies’ involving both natural and man-made hazards, 
which are defined as “situations of disrupted livelihoods and threats to life produced by warfare, civil 
disturbance and large-scale movements of people, in which any emergency response has to be conducted 
in a difficult political and security environment” (World Health Organisation, 2002).    
 
This double policy gap is often attributed to the so-called ‘ASEAN Way’, which highlights a strong culture 
of state sovereignty and non-interference in domestic affairs amongst member-states (Zyck 2013, Fan and 
Krebs, 2014). This is clear from the security perspective: while approximately 40% of armed conflicts 
worldwide have occurred in the wider Asian region, just over 10% of multilateral peace operations have 
been undertaken there (Caballero-Anthony & Haywood, 2011). ASEAN as an institution has also had no 
role in mediating conflicts or monitoring post-conflict situations within Southeast Asia, despite the fact that 
at least six ASEAN member states (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Brunei, Cambodia and Thailand) have 
been involved in UN peacekeeping operations.  
 
The focus on purely environmental response can also be attributed to traditional humanitarian principles of 
impartiality and neutrality, as well as an operational focus on the immediate “surge” period in the first few 
days and weeks after a natural disaster. In contrast, the effects of complex crises and the resulting forms of 
displacement tend to cover longer timeframes. Protracted forced displacement due to low-intensity conflict, 
the chilling effects of urban violence (as in so-called ‘drug wars’), or the current COVID-19 pandemic, are 
considered ‘slow-burn shocks’, as their temporal effects are more drawn out compared to the ‘sudden 
shock’ devastation of an earthquake or a typhoon. 
 
Impact evaluations for key humanitarian events since the ASEAN’s inception, as in the case of Aceh, points 
to how blindness to local nuances in the name of impartiality and neutrality can have negative effects  (Parks 
et al., 2018), particularly when Western humanitarian practices are shoehorned in by parachuting 
international development actors. Given the colonial history of Southeast Asia, international aid 
interventions are often suspected as pretexts for neo-colonial interventions in domestic affairs. As such, 
homegrown and state-centred forms of humanitarian diplomacy, as in the bridging role taken by the 
ASEAN Secretary-General with the Burmese Government and the international community in 2008—are 
preferred.  
 
This paper therefore reviews the state of disaster response policy in Southeast Asia by interrogating how 
ASEAN has responded to complex crises, and how these responses have translated on the ground. In a 
period of increasing environmental and political complexity, what could be a potential ‘ASEAN Way’ of 
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practical humanitarian engagement and diplomacy that factors in regional development and security while 
supporting bedrock principles of consensus and non-interference? 
 
Following this introduction, Section 2 provides an overview of environmental disasters in Southeast Asia, 
including the existing institutional framework for humanitarian response in ASEAN, and how this relates 
to other regional organisations, national AMS frameworks, and civil society actors. Section 3 reflects at 
how changes in the region necessitate going beyond the ‘natural disaster’ framework and into a serious 
overhaul of how ASEAN is able to engage longer-term complex crises and non-security threats. Section 4 
reviews the operational implications of complex crises by looking at evidence from Aceh, Indonesia in the 
wake of the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami. Section 5 concludes by synthesising findings and potential options 
for maximising AADMER and other ASEAN mechanisms to address both the socio-cultural and the 
political-security needs of the region. 
 
2. “Natural” disasters and the ASEAN DRR Ecosystem 
 
Southeast Asia experienced 12 percent of all recorded natural calamities between 1900 and 1997 (Bankoff 
2003). Figure 1 below shows natural disaster counts in the last twenty years, with the majority of events 
occurring in the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Thailand, mostly related to tropical storms and floods.  
These calamities can be further divided into “processual” events occurring on an annual basis, or major 
sudden-onset events, such as earthquake, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, or flash floods. Although these 
events affect different sectors in different ways, highlighting cleavages of geography, ethnicity, and class 
at the neighborhood, sub-regional, and regional levels, disaster scholars posit that coping with constant 
precarity and “hazardousness of place” has shaped the development of so-called “cultures of disaster” and 
perhaps, a shared pan-Asian identity through the shared experience of risk (Bankoff 2003). 1   
 
This speaks of the ambitions behind the creation of AADMER, which was drafted in 2005 but only came 
into effect in 2009. AADMER builds on existing ASEAN policy instruments dating back to the 1970s such 
as the establishment of the ASEAN Expert Group on Disaster Management (AEGDM) in 1971, the 1976 
adoption of the ASEAN Declaration on Mutual Assistance on Natural Disasters, and the 2003 
reconfiguration of the AEGDM into the present-day ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management 
(ACDM), which is comprised of the ten ASEAN National Disaster Management Organisations (NDMOs). 
However, it was only in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, which battered Indonesia, 
Thailand, Myanmar, and Malaysia, that the impetus to create AADMER came about, after then-Secretary-
General Ong Keng Yong acknowledged that ASEAN had been unprepared and uncoordinated in addressing 
the crisis.  
 
 
 

 
1 Examples of these transnational shared experiences include that of  so-called Typhoon Alley, the 1600 km wide 
corridor of mainly open sea that stretches between Manila and southern Japan, which has the densest concentration of 
typhoon tracks in the world. Elsewhere, “earthquake culture” (Mileti & Darlington, 1997; Ferrigni, 2005) or  “seismic 
cultures” (Homan & Eastward, 2001) or  cultures with “the knowledge (both pragmatic and theoretical) that has built 
up in a community exposed to seismic risks through time.” 
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Figure 1. Number of Natural Disasters in ASEAN countries, 2000-2020 

 
Source: EM-DAT International Disaster Database 
 
AADMER sketches out regional DRRM policy infrastructure at ministerial, official, and technical levels.  
Strategically, it falls under the ASEAN Community’s Socio-Cultural pillar, in contrast to the other two 
descriptors of ASEAN as a Political and Security Community and an Economic Community. Operationally, 
AADMER’s primary mechanism is the Jakarta-based ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 
Assistance on Disaster Management, or the AHA Centre. Created in 2011 as an outcome of ASEAN’s 2008 
response to Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar, the AHA Centre’s mission is to act as coordination hub supporting 
disaster-affected member-states through its NDMOs and facilitating real-time information sharing with 
relevant United Nations and other international bodies (ASEAN, 2009). The AHA Centre reports to the 
ACDM and has close operational links with AMS NDMO personnel,  reflected in its web-based Emergency 
Operations Centre and the ASEAN Emergency Response and Assessment Team (ERAT), which are largely 
staffed by seconded NDMO members. At the level of the ASEAN Secretariat, its Disaster Management and 
Humanitarian Assistance (DMHA) division is responsible for institutionalising agreements across all 
member-states. In the event of large-scale disasters, the Secretary-General of ASEAN takes the role of 
ASEAN Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator, building on the role played by former Secretary General 
Surin Pitsuwan in facilitating global humanitarian support after Nargis.  
 
The link between emergency response, security, and broader regional cooperation can be clearly felt at the 
AMS level due to the largely military-led national DRRM mechanisms that comprise the ASEAN 
Committee on Disaster Management and the AHA Centre’s governing board. At country-level, AHA 
Centre In-Country Liaison Teams are designed to embed with the NDMOs of affected states, together with 
civil-military liaison officers. Together, they implement a range of mechanisms such as the Standby 
Arrangements for Disaster Relief and Emergency Response (SASOP) and the annual ASEAN Regional 
Disaster Emergency Response Simulation Exercise (ARDEX) initiative, which tests how ASEAN-ERAT, 
AMS civil-military mechanisms, and the UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) platforms 
work together. In the last decade, extensive discussions amongst the ASEAN civil-military community 
(AHA Centre, 2018a) have focused on improving humanitarian logistics through investments in AMS army, 
navy, and air force assets. The ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting and the Defence Ministers of Dialogue 
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Partners (ADMM-Plus), which involves not only the 10 member states but also neighboring dialogue 
partners2, has working groups on Humanitarian Assistance in Disaster Response (HADR) and Military 
Medicine, and has a Militaries Ready Group on Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief to further 
civil-military cooperation. In 2014, Regional HADR Coordination Centre (RHCC) was established to 
facilitate military-to-military coordination given that in the ASEAN, militaries or paramilitary institutions 
are often the first responders deployed after a calamity (Cook, 2018).  The ASEAN Regional Forum—
which as a security dialogue platform for 27 Asia-Pacific countries can be considered an older but parallel 
version of the ADMM-Plus—also conducts exercises on disaster response (called ARF DiRex)3 and hosts 
an Intersessional Meeting on Disaster Relief. 
 
Although there is a civil society component in the form of the AADMER Partnership Group – a consortium 
of seven international non-government organisations chaired by Oxfam4 that promotes engagement and 
innovation with scientists, think tanks, and the private sector—AADMER as with much of ASEAN’s 
mechanisms is still decidedly state-centric and has yet to be fully operationalised given the resource and 
capacity constraints inherent in young institutions. The 2016 ASEAN Declaration on One ASEAN One 
Response5 and the ASEAN Vision 2025 on Disaster Management, which was prepared as a result of lessons 
from Super Typhoon Haiyan/Yolanda in 2013, acknowledges these limitations, and has identified three 
pillars of work to ensure that ASEAN’s disaster management ecosystem is “people-centred, people-
oriented, financially sustainable, and networked” by 2025 (ASEAN, 2016a). These pillars are: 1) 
institutionalisation and communications;  2) partnerships and innovations; and  3) finance and resource 
mobilisation. 
 
Capacity-development programs such as the ASEAN-ERAT training, the AHA Centre Executive (ACE) 
Programme, the ASEAN Standards and Certification for Experts on Disaster Management (ASCEND) are 
presently being used to incentivise partnerships across regional, national, and local stakeholders. South-
south coordination with other regional organisations such as the African Union  have been explored 
(ASEAN, 2012). Since 2015, the AHA Centre has also participated in the informal Regional Organisations 
Humanitarian Action Network (ROHAN), which brings together 13 regional humanitarian centres and 
secretariats for knowledge exchange and mutual support (ODI, 2017). The AHA Centre’s growing 
knowledge management portfolio best reflects its ambitions. The first ASEAN Risk Monitor and Disaster 

 
2 The present members of ADMM-Plus are Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, and the eight Plus countries: Australia, China, India, 
Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, Russia and the United States.  
3 Partners that have engaged in the ARF DiRex are Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, China, the European Union, 
India, Japan, North Korea, South Korea, Mongolia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Russia, Sri Lanka, 
Timor Leste, and the United States.  
4 The members of the APG are ChildFund International, HelpAge International, Mercy Malaysia, Oxfam, Plan 
International, Save the Children International, and World Vision International. The APG is active in only seven out 
of  10 ASEAN Member States, namely, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand and 
Vietnam. At present, the APG is working on developing a Regional Alliance for Collective Emergency Response 
(RACER), under the CSO Partnership Framework (ACPF), and as part of the implementation of the AADMER 
Work Programme 2016-2020. 
5 Declaration on One ASEAN One Response: ASEAN Responding to Disasters as One in the Region and Outside 
the Region” signed in Vientiane in September 2016. 

https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Declaration-on-One-ASEAN-One-Response-1.pdf
https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Declaration-on-One-ASEAN-One-Response-1.pdf
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Management Review (ARMOR) was released in 2019, alongside a roadmap to enhance the use of 
information communications technology (ICT) for DRR6 in the region. However, the scheduled updating 
of the AADMER Work Programme for 2021-2025 has since been delayed by the outbreak of COVID-19. 
 
Figure 2. ASEAN Tools and Mechanisms related to humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

 
Source: AHA Centre, 2018b 
 

 
6 2019 ICT Roadmap on Disaster Management for 2025 and Beyond  
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Resource mobilisation remains to be a major constraint. All member-states provide a mandatory annual 
contribution of USD 90,000 each7 to the AHA Centre budget—a pittance compared to the massive losses 
experienced by the region due to various crises each year. Although the AHA Centre has been consistently 
successful at resource generation compared to other ASEAN-created centres, more than 90 percent of 
AADMER-related programmes and operations are funded by ASEAN Dialogue Partners, and therefore 
subject to the fickle funding streams experienced by the traditional humanitarian operations system at 
large.8  The Disaster Emergency Logistic System (DELSA) regional relief item stockpile has been funded 
by the government of Japan since 2012, although the governments of Malaysia, Thailand and the 
Philippines provide in-kind resources through the main stockpile in Subang, Malaysia and satellite 
warehouses in Chainat and Manila. With the bulk of (limited) resources coming from bilateral government 
donors, prioritisation is often predominantly shaped by donor preferences (IFRC, 2006, Binder et al, 2013), 
including the role played by international financing institutions in risk financing instruments such as the 
nascent ASEAN Disaster Risk Financing and Insurance Program (ADRIF) and the Southeast Asia Disaster 
Risk Insurance Facility (SEADRIF).  
 
 
3. Increasing complexity in Southeast Asia: non-traditional security threats and human-induced 
vulnerabilities 
 
Observers note that the AHA Centre’s strength lies its clearly delimited mandate, which focuses on natural 
hazards and short-term emergency response (Parks et al., 2018). But with the increasing complexity, 
frequency, and scale of disasters in the region, is it enough? 
 
The gaps are clear in relation to the ASEAN’s non-traditional security (NTS) framework, which 
acknowledges multiple triggers of vulnerability and displacement that occur in the region, covering 
simultaneous environmental hazards, armed conflict, and development-related pressures. This is reflected 
in how ASEAN member-states are increasingly forced to grapple with complex crises, that is, the effects 
of ongoing armed conflict and/or protracted displacement coupled with other hazards such as typhoons, 
earthquakes, flooding, or fires. In 2017, the AHA Centre engaged in the aftermath of the Marawi siege in 
the Philippines, where prolonged urban warfare between the Philippine military and various ISIS-inspired 
violent extremist groups led to the destruction of a major city, as well as relief operations for townships 
displaced by communal, inter-ethnic violence in Rakhine State, Myanmar. In both cases, the AHA Centre’s 
activities were limited to one-off provision of food items, family tents, hygiene kits, and other relief packs 
with little to no mention of the political nature of the crisis that caused the displacement (AHA Centre, 
2018c). While the ASEAN intervention in the Cyclone Nargis Response in Myanmar is generally seen as 
successful, the culture of trust established between ASEAN and the Myanmar Government has not 
translated into hard policies beyond managing tensions and conducting practical needs assessment in 
sustaining conditions favourable for repatriation (Thuzar, 2019). In 2018, a leaked report from the AHA-

 
7 The increase from USD 50,000 to USD 90,000 was enacted in 2019. At least 80% of the AADMER Fund has also 
been earmarked to cover the operating costs of the AHA Centre. 
8 As of current writing, the 10 ASEAN dialogue partners are Australia, Canada, China, European Union, India, 
Japan, Republic of Korea, New Zealand, Russia, and the United States. 
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ERAT in Myanmar providing initial recommendations on repatriation of Rohingya refugees drew criticism 
from observers who opined that the assessment glossed over allegations of Myanmar military atrocities in 
Rakhine State, and ignored the ongoing conflict between the Myanmar military and Arakan Army (Leong, 
2019).9 
 
More than three years hence, these communities remain displaced and vulnerable to ongoing conflict and 
non-traditional security threats. Marawi IDP communities, both house-based and camp-based, were hit by 
Typhoon Vinta less than two months after the end of the siege, creating a situation of “double displacement” 
(Fernandez, 2019). These communities are still annually subjected to landslides and flash flooding—
processual hazards that also plague Rakhine state. Community transmission of COVID-19 is presently 
raging in both areas. IDP families, who had limited access to adequate housing, water, sanitation, food, or 
dignified livelihood prior to the pandemic, are facing the same issues on top of limited access to quality 
healthcare. In the case of Marawi, mobility restrictions due to the pandemic have suspended the process of 
rehabilitating the destroyed urban core. 
 
The existing work program and operational limitations make AHA Centre’s focus almost exclusively 
limited to short-term, one-off emergency phase responses despite the clear protracted nature of the crises 
in the region.  With regional organisations increasingly taking on a role in humanitarian action, it is noted 
that ASEAN (as well as its South Asian counterparts) ‘rarely, if ever, engage in conflict management’  
despite significant conflict in the region, in contrast to regional platforms in Africa (Zyck, 2013: 24).  Most 
writing attribute this to the ‘ASEAN way’ of non-interference, where dealing with controversial issues is 
difficult given its commitment to consensus. Given the history of colonization in the region, any 
intervention can be seen as an excuse for interference by neocolonial actors, as evidenced in the 
international debates regarding Myanmar and the invocation of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 
principles after Nargis (Bellamy & Besson, 2010).10   

 
9 The ASEAN’s passive stance on the humanitarian crisis in Myanmar’s Rakhine state has sparked tensions within 
ASEAN as a regional bloc. In 2017, the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) submitted a draft resolution 
condemning human rights violations against the Rohingya and other minorities in Myanmar in 2017.  Malaysia, Brunei 
and Indonesia—all Muslim-majority countries—voted in favour of the draft resolution. Singapore and Thailand 
abstained. The Philippines, the only Southeast Asian nation in the UN Human Rights Council, has historically voted 
against or expressed reservations on UN resolutions concerning human rights abuses in Myanmar, and joined 
Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam in the no-vote.  Current Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary, Teodoro 
Locsin Jr. was later quoted saying “the proper vote given our position is abstention because we must do our best to 
accommodate both our Muslim ASEAN brothers and our Burmese brothers” (Philstar.com, 2017).  He reiterated his 
stance in 2019 in a twitter update stating “(We) should have abstained in deference to the Muslim and non-Muslim 
member states of ASEAN. Like Singapore did,” he added. 
10While the R2P principles focus on crimes against humanity, former French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner 
argued that the R2P principle should apply in times of natural disaster when the host government is unresponsive to 
the needs of its people—an argument that Caballero-Anthony and Chng (2009) describe as R2P-Plus. However, R2P 
in the context of natural disasters poses concerns on practicality and effectiveness. Emergency response is critical 
during the first three to seven days after the disaster and military interventions usually demand more time for planning 
and to achieve its objectives, and could cause more harm. On the other hand, if the principle of R2P is considered not 
only in the context of ‘reacting’ but also ‘rebuilding’, then there would be a stronger argument for intervention 
(Özerdem, 2010). 
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Beyond political sensitivities, the tendency to delimit reflects the somewhat rigid structure of ASEAN and 
its three separate Communities. The Political-Security, Cultural, and Economic pillars are programmed 
separately, with the AHA Centre and its mandate clearly situated in the ASEAN Socio-Cultural 
Community. Furthermore, the ASEAN Secretariat and its limited staffing has little capacity or time to spare, 
making it difficult to work across sectoral bodies. These silos of work also reflect the silos that exist within 
its member-states, given that AADMER places the biggest onus for institutionalizing the agreement on 
NDMOs. These are all underpinned by global norms around humanitarian action. Despite the clear post-
Sendai trajectory of preventing and mitigating risk, traditional disaster spending is reactive and 
predominantly used to respond to rather than to prevent disasters (IDRC, 2014). This limited and reactive 
approach is incompatible with protracted displacement situations such as Marawi where up to 95 percent 
of IDPs are not housed in camps or temporary shelters, but stay with family or friends in house-based 
informal arrangements. The 2018 World Disasters Report enumerates reasons why crises (particularly 
complex crises) are not addressed by humanitarian mechanisms despite their impact and urgency (ICRC, 
2018): 
 

These people might fall out of scope for many reasons: because they are dispersed 
rather than in a defined ‘crisis-affected area’, or because national authorities may 
not have requested assistance. They might be perceived as solely a domestic concern 
– even when local and national responders do not provide sufficient assistance or 
protection due to capacity constraints or because politics mean that the people are 
excluded or marginalized. When there is no single major conflict or disaster event, 
chronic needs might be seen as development concerns, and life-saving assistance 
and protection may be limited. The existence or scale of suffering might also not be 
recognized by an international sector that is predicated on pre-determined 
mandates, missions and models. Limits to aid funding can further compound 
disengagement. Groups that might be considered out of scope may include people 
without citizenship or legal residency, such as stateless people or migrants with an 
irregular status, whose rights are denied or not fully recognized. Indigenous or 
minority groups, slum dwellers and people suffering urban violence might also – for 
reasons of geographic, legal and/or social exclusion – be denied rights and access 
to basic services, security and social protection – but, despite being in need, may not 
receive humanitarian attention.  

 
However, as the AHA Centre’s engagements in Marawi and Myanmar after 2017 illustrate, it may no longer 
be possible to keep purely to environmental threats because of major shifts across three dimensions in 
ASEAN: the nature of environmental hazards, the nature of conflict, and the nature of cities.  
 
Projections show that around 1,000 disasters are likely to occur in the region over the next decade, or an 
average of around 100 natural disasters per year (Chen, Foo, & Sembiring, 2018).  Recent back-to-back 
disasters that occurred between July and August 2018 in Myanmar, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and the 
Philippines are said to be the first time that the AHA Centre had responded to multiple disasters 
simultaneously (AHA Centre, 2018c). Climate change aggravating the severity and frequency of typhoons, 
floods, sea surges, and droughts translates risks to urban infrastructure creating new forms of crises, such 
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as the case of neighboring Japan when the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami led to the failure of the 
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, or at a smaller scale, landfill fires in Myanmar (AHA Centre, 
2018c). ASEAN member-states consistently rank highest across various climate risk indices, with 
projections of higher risks due to flooding and droughts by 2030. The 2020 Global Climate Risk Index 
ranks the Philippines as the second most affected country for 2018, while its twenty-year dataset of extreme 
climate events between 1999 and 2019 identifies Myanmar as the second most-affected country, followed 
by the Philippines (4th), Vietnam (6th), Thailand (9th). It must be noted however that the listing is further 
divided into two groups: countries affected by exceptional catastrophes, and those who are continuously 
affected by extreme events. Myanmar belongs to the former, while the Philippines, Vietnam, and Thailand 
belong to the latter (Eckstein et al., 2020).11 However, there is no regional climate adaptation plan, although 
all AMS have national-level climate change adaptation strategies, and  an initial Mekong River Commission 
Climate Change and Adaptation Initiative (CCAI) that serves as a platform for Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Thailand and Vietnam to formulate and share adaptation strategies in the Lower Mekong Basin (Sembiring, 
2018). 
 
These non-traditional security threats are predicated by protracted subnational conflicts, which are a result 
of contestations between largely functional state forces and subnational ethno-nationalist movements that 
emerged in the decades after independence from colonial powers in the 1940s and 1950s, when Asian 
governments sought to consolidate control over minority populations. These asymmetric ‘vertical’ conflicts 
between central governments (or its allies and agents in the conflict area) and a group of armed actors are 
often bolstered by ‘horizontal’, inter-elite and intercommunal contestations. In the last decade, nearly 60% 
of the world's active subnational conflicts have been found in Asia, and have killed at least 1.35 million 
people since 1946 (Parks et al., 2009, citing the Uppsala Conflict Data Program).  Figure 3 illustrates the 
number of armed battles in Southeast Asia from 2000-2020 regardless of conflict line, all of which have 
resulted in varying levels of forced displacement. The Philippines leads in total number of recorded battles 
followed by Myanmar, Thailand, and Indonesia. While presently only the Philippines is a signatory to the 
UN Refugee Convention, all have offered some form of sanctuary to displaced persons. Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand have either offered sanctuary to populations displaced by conflict in 
neighbouring countries or been the source of internal conflict generating displacement for fellow ASEAN 
member states. However, the ASEAN ‘pillar’ system means that displacement related to environmental 
hazards fall under the mandate of the Socio-Cultural Pillar and its mechanisms, while displacement related 
to other forms of ‘human-induced’ disasters including armed violence are covered by the Political-Security 
Pillar, with little discussion on the interoperability of both. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.  No. of armed conflict incidents in ASEAN by country  (2000-2020) 

 
11 In comparison, the 2013 Climate Change and Vulnerability Index (CCVI) put five of the top seven cities said to be dealing 
with ‘extreme climate risk’ in ASEAN, namely Manila, Philippines (2nd), Bangkok, Thailand (3rd), Yangon, Myanmar (4th), 
Jakarta, Indonesia (5th) and Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (6th). This has since adjusted due to investments in capacity-building; 
due to increasing domestic capacity in DRRM in ASEAN, later iterations of the CCVI now measure higher risk metrics in 
African cities.  
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Source: ACLED, 2020 
 
The Philippines presently has five formal peace negotiation tables with non-state armed groups, covering 
both the communist groups and its splinters, as well as indigenous groups in the north and Muslim 
minorities in the south. In Myanmar, the last seven decades has seen active or latent subnational conflict in 
at least eleven of its fourteen states and regions, covering 118 of the country’s 330 townships. This translates 
to almost a quarter of Myanmar’s population affected by armed violence (Parks et al., 2009). But because 
these are low-intensity and cyclical events in generally-stable, middle-income countries with relatively 
strong governments and regular elections, they rarely attract international attention unless there are active 
hostilities or peace negotiations underway. In the meantime, many of these communities are also prone to 
displacement due to natural hazards. In selected provinces in Southern Philippines, at least two or more 
rounds of displacement due to both armed conflict and flooding affected up to four out of every five 
households between 2000 and 2010, leading to various forms of vulnerability, in terms of wealth, food 
security, and access to basic social services (WB-WFP 2011).  
 
In the last two decades, this has also begun to morph into various streams of violent extremism as well as 
a shift from guerilla battles in the countryside to more urban forms of contestation.  While the region’s 
population growth rate is slowing, it is projected that by 2050 the majority of the population of every 
country but Cambodia will be living in cities. This urbanised vulnerability is not just due to settlement 
location or density but also the nature of inequality in ASEAN cities.  In Cambodia and Lao PDR, the 
majority of urban residents live in slums; in Manila, some 2.5 million of the city’s nearly 13 million 
residents live in high-risk informal settlements (World Bank, 2017). This is consistent with the literature 
on the mutually-reinforced relationship between environmental hazards and degradation and human-
induced disasters, which highlights how so-called natural disasters are socially produced and therefore 
unnatural (e.g. Ball, 1975; Cannon, 1994; Smith, 2005, Kesavan and Swaminathahan 2006, Chmutina et 
al., 2017).  Disasters do not happen unless people are vulnerable to hazards due to deprivation and 
inequitable access to resources, knowledge and support. Thus, vulnerable populations are those at risk, not 
simply because they are exposed to hazard, but as a result of a marginality that makes their life a ‘permanent 
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emergency’ (Bankoff 2003) where their only choice is to “choose between different disasters” (Maskrey 
1989, 25).  
 
It has been said that the face of urbanisation in the 21st century is the refugee camp. As of yearend 2017, 
an estimated 40 million people worldwide were displaced by armed conflict and violence inside their own 
country (IDMC 2018). However IDPs are increasingly being sheltered not inside formal camps, but by host 
families and communities, therefore permanently changing the landscape and social fabric of many towns 
and cities. This is reflected in a recent shift of humanitarian policy on urban displacement, where people 
are displaced because “their own town or city has become the scene of armed conflict or other violence, or 
disaster, or they move from rural areas to seek refuge in a city, contributing to global urbanization trends.” 
(ICRC, 2018).  While it is acknowledged amongst development practitioners that there is a historical link 
between forced displacement, urbanization, and urban informal settlements formation, there have been few 
empirical studies conducted on the matter in Southeast Asia. As of 2020, an estimated 350,000 people are 
internally displaced across Myanmar alone, mostly in Rakhine, Kachin, Shan, Chin, and Karen States 
(IDMC, 2020). This does not include the Rohingya refugee camps in Cox's Bazaar just across the border in 
Southeastern Bangladesh, which is the world's largest refugee camp cluster. Similar dynamics be seen in 
Southern Philippines, where many families displaced by rural armed conflict and disasters in the last 
seventy years often become the nearest cities’ informal settlers, living in equally hazard-prone areas under 
uncertain tenurial regimes.12 However, urban violence that does not reach the threshold of armed conflict 
(as in the case of the 2017 Marawi siege) is viewed as an outcome or feature of humanitarian crises, rather 
than as a significant driver of humanitarian concerns in and of itself (Savage and Muggah, 2012)   
 
4. Operational implications of complex crises: the case of Aceh, Indonesia 
 
Various scholars note that some skepticism about the ASEAN project as a viable mechanism for practical 
action have come from the institution’s difficulties in adequately managing major NTS threats and various 
complex crises in the last few decades (Allison and Taylor, 2016, Collins, 2008). These include the Asian 
Financial Crisis; the transnational haze resulting from forest fires in Kalimantan, Indonesia; the events 
around the creation of East Timor; or the Rohingya crisis in Myanmar. Thus, given the increasing 
simultaneous environmental and political risk described in the preceding sections, there are pragmatic-
technical and political limitations in continuing to limit the ASEAN DRR framework into its existing silos.  
 
This next section explores operational implications of complex crises for ASEAN and its interface with the 
NDMOs by looking at evidence from Indonesia, specifically areas that were covered by the Indian Ocean 
Tsunami recovery effort as well as the peace agreement between the Government of Indonesia and the Free 
Aceh Movement. As existing hazards are magnified by the political and operational complexity brought 
about by urbanisation, violence, and internal displacement, these new realities pose new opportunities for 
humanitarian diplomacy in ASEAN,  as well as potential points of innovation and change.  
 

 
12 In the case of the Muslim-majority areas of Mindanao, the southernmost island-region of the Philippine archipelago, the only 
(and uncompleted) city-level assessment estimates 7,000 internally displaced households in Cotabato City (Minland, 2009), 
numbers which are likely to have swelled with successive waves of displacement. However, the city’s land use plan barely 
mentions this situation except in relation to the general housing backlog. See Fernandez, 2015, 2016. 
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Indonesia is the world’s largest archipelago in terms of land and enclosed water area, covering 17,508 
islands home to over 300 ethnolinguistic groups. As with other Southeast Asian countries with high 
ecological and cultural diversity, Indonesia experiences vulnerability to environmental hazards and armed 
conflict. With the AHA Centre presently based in Jakarta, ASEAN has been well-placed to help respond to 
events such as the 2006 Yogyakarta and 2009 Padang earthquakes, the 2010 Merapi eruptions, the 2018 
Lombok earthquake and the 2020 Jakarta floods. However, the most prominent natural disaster that hit the 
country was the 2004 Indian Ocean Earthquake, which struck off the coast of northern Sumatra and 
generated a series of tsunamis that affected fourteen countries bordering the Indian Ocean, with the islands 
of Aceh and Nias as the hardest-hit.  
 
Various documents acknowledge the tsunami’s role in fast-tracking the creation of AADMER, the seeds of 
which can be read in the “Declaration on Action to Strengthen Emergency Relief, Rehabilitation, 
Reconstruction and Prevention on the Aftermath of the Earthquake and Tsunami Disaster of 26 December 
2004”(ASEAN 2005), which implicitly acknowledged ASEAN’s shortcomings as an institution, relative to 
coping with large-scale humanitarian response and coordinating international efforts (Gentner, 2006). 
 
What it is not always mentioned in the DRR literature is the fact that the tsunami was an added layer of 
complexity on top of the armed conflict in Aceh that began in 1976 (Zeccola, 2010), although other 
observers noted that the province has been in a continuous state of conflict since the Dutch invasion in 
1873, experiencing intermittent peace that lasted only as long as those who negotiated the agreements 
remained in power (Barron et al., 2009; Barron, 2010). The devastation helped bring the underlying 
‘human-induced’ calamity back into international attention. It reinvigorated the peace negotiations between 
the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, GAM) and the Indonesian National Armed Forces 
(Tentara Nasional Indonesia, TNI) and brought in other nationalist paramilitary groups (under the 
collective moniker Pembela Tanah Air, Defenders of the Homeland) by leaving all parties with a clear 
desire to stop the fighting.  The Helsinki Memorandum of Understanding between GAM and the Indonesian 
Government was signed in August 2005, followed by its enabling Law on Governing Aceh (LoGA) in July 
2006. The peace agreement granted Aceh the status of special autonomy within the Indonesian republic, 
with greater fiscal and political powers in exchange for the demobilisation, disarmament, and reintegration 
of former combatants. The first year and a half of the 2005 Helsinki Accord was monitored by the Aceh 
Monitoring Mission (AMM), a mechanism chaired by the European Union together with five contributing 
countries from ASEAN (Thailand, Malaysia Brunei, Philippines, and Singapore), Norway and Switzerland. 
The AMM was able to help resolve the few violent incidents between GAM and the TNI,  a situation that 
would have been unthinkable before the tsunami (Grayman, 2016, ICG 2005a)   
 
With substantial international pledges for both the reconstruction and peace process efforts, availability of 
major donor funding outside the government budget was ensured (ICG, 2005b).  The costs of conflict were 
steep: it caused at least 30,000 deaths over 30 years, displaced over 400,000, and damaged 50% of the rural 
infrastructure. Records show that at least 1.5 million people or 39 percent of Aceh's population were victims 
of conflict—where "victimhood" is defined by the experience of displacement, trauma, damage to property, 
disruption to primary income source, physical injury or illness. As a result, conflict-related damages and 
losses are estimated at around RP 107.4 trillion, or USD 10.7 billion, twice the cost of damage and losses 
from the December 2004 tsunami (MSR 2009; Morel & Daud, 2014). 
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However, the sudden massive international presence led to the perception that Indonesia’s sovereignty was 
threatened by international intervention and their influence in internal affairs. Coupled with civil society 
actors pushing military control to the sidelines, the TNI raised alarms that “the delivery of goods can be 
used as a cover up to send weapons from outside Aceh” (Kompas, 31 May 2005). Other Islamic groups 
feared that humanitarian missions in Aceh might corrupt the province’s religious identity by opening an 
opportunity to convert the populace. In response, the Indonesian government initially suppressed entry to 
the ‘conflict areas’. Bilateral and multilateral organizations carefully toed the line between the conflict and 
tsunami issue by passively keeping the conflict perspective detached from aid delivery programmes. 
 
Existing evidence from local and international evaluations including the 2009 Multi-Stakeholder Review 
(MSR) describes the repercussions of what emerged as two separate strands of aid in the aftermath of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami: one for the tsunami victims, and a second for the survivors of the conflict, who 
they themselves were also hard-hit by the tsunami. Because assistance was strictly monitored between 
‘humanitarian’ tsunami IDPs and ‘political’ conflict IDPs, this led to barely any significant change in the 
volume of assistance coming in for those affected by conflict even after the 2005 peace agreement 
(Waizenegger & Hyndman 2010). Thus, the total amount of funds directly and indirectly committed to 
reintegration and peace-building—an estimated Rp. 9.0 trillion (USD 895.1 million)—is only one-seventh 
the amount provided for the tsunami reconstruction effort—leaving many conflict victims disadvantaged 
and with limited assistance related to health care, livelihood opportunities, and access to education. This 
divide was further exacerbated by tensions between civilian conflict victims and former combatant and 
militia members who received reintegration benefits.  
 
Barron et al, (2009) note that these post-tsunami programs largely ignored or were not aware of ongoing 
conflict concerns in Aceh, and paid little attention to the 'Do No Harm' methodology, and the few civil 
society actors that were able to assist the conflict-affected are those who have already been working in Aceh 
prior to the earthquake. One exception was the European Union, which offered assistance to amnestied 
political prisoners who were released following the peace agreement and, as a result, strengthened former 
insurgent leaders' confidence in the transition.  
 
The gender aspect was largely absent in many post-tsunami programs (Nowak and Caulfield, 2008); 
Because these programs were not aware that roughly 1/5ths of households in Aceh were headed by women 
because of conflict-related deaths, this precluded women’s access to sustainable livelihood opportunities 
(Scheper et al 2006).  For this same reason, women and girls had insufficient protection in IDP camps, 
limited access to information and opportunities for participation, and limited legal assistance with respect 
to land tenure, inheritance and guardianship disputes, which were often complicated by Shariah law and 
traditional practice. Many foreign development agencies viewed Islamic law as an obstacle to 
reconstruction, misunderstanding and associating Shariah with anti-libertarian, radical belief systems in a 
post-9/11 landscape (Miller, 2010). With a limited understanding of religious explanations of disasters 
amongst affected communities, non-ASEAN international agencies tended to shoehorn practices and belief 
systems that were incompatible with realities on the ground. A 2005 World Health Organisation report 
acknowledges the negative implications on post-tsunami response: “Religious construction of meaning in 
the disaster may mean that efforts to deal with psychological and social consequences of the disaster in 
ways that are not consonant with such religious and cultural values and beliefs [e.g. trauma-based 
counselling, psychiatric approaches) will be both ineffective and unacceptable.” Instead, many international 
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aid efforts focused on constructing buildings and other physical infrastructure, although these concrete 
structures were often not supplied with other requirements for effective and ongoing use. (Steinberg, 2007) 
notes that housing was a popular project for NGOs in Aceh, including those without expertise in 
construction.  
 
A comprehensive review of post-tsunami reconstruction efforts in Aceh by Clarke, et al (2010) highlights 
that complex emergencies entail not only physical ‘building back better’, but a non-physical reconstruction 
of social relationships and norms, particularly with the new governance and security arrangements provided 
for by the Helsinki MoU. While post-agreement stability has largely held more than fifteen years after the 
tsunami, poverty levels and unemployment are still above the national average despite high levels of public 
expenditure. In the meantime, periodic flooding and landslides still plague the province even as Indonesia 
deals with the second-highest outbreak of COVID-19 in ASEAN (GardaWorld, 2020).  
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
A review of the experiences of the ASEAN in addressing complex crises—that is, the interface between 
natural and human-induced risks and vulnerabilities—surfaces the relative strengths and areas for 
improvement for the region and its DRRM mechanisms.  AADMER is acknowledged as the global best 
practice for regional disaster treaties but will require additional investments to operationalize. As a young 
institution with resource and capacity constraints, the AHA Centre as AADMER’s primary mechanism 
shows promise as an effective platform for ASEAN engagement with international and national disaster 
relief organizations. With the growing discourse of how ASEAN Centrality can be applied not only on 
political and security concerns but also development cooperation (Parks et al., 2018), a natural area of 
expansion lies in AADMER’s linkage to the non-traditional security (NTS) objectives of the ASEAN and 
the frameworks that nominally fall under the ASEAN Political Security Community. 
 
The growing evidence shows that acknowledging increasing complexity and the interaction between 
environmental hazards, protracted displacement, and other cyclical shocks is no longer optional. Historical 
patterns show ASEAN’s innovations, including the signing of AADMER and the various evolutions of 
AHA have been as a reaction to major events. Efforts towards the goal of a “people-centred, people-
oriented, financially sustainable, and networked” ASEAN disaster management ecosystem by 2025 is an 
opportunity to proactively expand the AHA Centre’s mandate and technical, logistical, and political 
capacity towards responding to complex crises. So what would be needed for an ASEAN Way that is more 
responsive to increasing environmental and political risk? 
 
5.1 Acknowledging the increasing complexity of disaster response, including its non-physical 
dimensions 
 
The ASEAN’s advantage over other actors is its contextual understanding of the area. In politically-
sensitive areas like Aceh, in Indonesia, or Myanmar and the Philippines, ASEAN is a more appealing 
interlocutor with better contextual understanding than the UN system and other western development 
actors, which given enough trust and time should function as bridging facilitation and not as intervention 
and interference.  
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This is in line with the ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation (ASEAN-IPR)’s recommendation to 
engage the AHA Centre on human-induced disasters—effectively linking the blueprints and work programs 
of the ASEAN’s Socio-Cultural and Political-Security Communities. Another practical implication is that 
the AHA Centre must shift from just the provision of relief goods or assessments of physical damages, but 
also the non-physical aspect of disaster response. Aceh, Rakhine, and Marawi all highlight the importance 
of religious and cultural elements of disaster response, as well as the necessarily political nature of needs 
assessments, and what is included, and what is excluded. Navigating these nuances will require capacity 
and expertise can be built up from existing ASEAN assets over time. This also means that the engagement 
must not only be for the response phase, but also longer-term recovery and reconstruction cycles.  By 
acknowledging that short-term humanitarian investments have long-term consequences in these areas, 
knowledge on disaster governance can be improved, particularly in light of the ongoing political transitions 
in many of these vulnerable spaces.  
 
An important development towards this direction is the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management’s 
(ACDM) formal acknowledgement of the important role of women in disaster response planning and 
management in 2018, given the evidence on how women are disproportionately affected both during and 
after disasters. In the same meeting, the ACDM agreed pursue new initiatives on women, peace, and 
security, and to strengthen efforts to mainstream gender in disaster risk reduction and adaptation to climate 
change. 
 
5.2 Expanding collaborations across the ASEAN regional architecture  

 
In order to build capacity, there needs to be consistent stakeholder efforts in investing and building trust 
through clear mechanisms and structures. Building country-level presence will help the AHA Center itself 
hold seats on existing humanitarian response mechanisms at country level. This can be further strengthened 
by exploring cross-pollination and joint activities between different ASEAN working groups, particularly 
through the architecture of ADMM-Plus and its focus on Non-Traditional Security issues (Capie, 2013, 20), 
 
Another path is to strengthen bilateral cooperation within ASEAN itself by strengthening humanitarian 
civil-military partnerships particularly in humanitarian logistics at multiple levels of communication, 
cooperation, coordination, and collaboration (Cook and Yogendran, 2020, Martin, Nolte, and Vitolo, 2016). 
Additional work will be required to construct viable arrangements between the AHA Centre, the Regional 
HADR Coordination Centre (RHCC), and the UN Cluster System, as well as between the international 
humanitarian community and the host states’ militaries (Metcalfe, Haysom, and Gordon 2012, 17; 
OCHA 2007). Part of the calibration includes stemming concerns regarding politicisation and militarisation 
or securitisation of humanitarian assistance (Burkot and Bernard, 2015). This is apparent in the Philippine 
government response to COVID-19 (Quijano, Fernandez, and Pangilinan, 2020), which has parallels to 
Indonesia’s amendment of the constitution allowing actively serving military officers to run civilian 
agencies like the national civilian disaster management authority, Badan Nasional Penanggulangan 
Bencana (BNPB) and the resulting increasing militarisation in pandemic response (Honna, 2020). 
Nevertheless, opportunities for healthy civil-military operations and collaboration should be possible, as 
with  Malaysia’s proposal for the creation of an ASEAN peacekeeping force (Parameswaran, 2015), starting 
with the informal ASEAN Peacekeeping Centers Network (APCN).  

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/10357718.2019.1693498
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/10357718.2019.1693498
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/10357718.2019.1693498
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Cross-pillar, cross-mechanism reforms will have implications on the ASEAN’s responses to other NTS 
threats, such as the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which is classified by both national and regional disaster 
legislation as a natural disaster and is largely handled by the existing disaster response mechanisms of 
member-states. This can begin by building on the comparative successes of ASEAN-member countries 
such as Thailand and Vietnam not only in terms of public health strategies but also border control, 
information exchange, and innovation.  
 
 
5.3 Localisation and private sector engagement  

 
To maximise the wealth of expertise in the region, AHA Centre and other AADMER-related arrangements 
must strengthen links with community-based actors, civil society, and the private sector.  
 
The push for community DRRM and participatory forms of community governance across AMS can also 
leverage existing structures such as the ASEAN Civil Society Conference and ASEAN Peoples’ Forum, 
whose long-standing critical engagement with regional mechanisms try to challenge and transcend 
longstanding critiques of the ASEAN project and its mechanisms as elitist and statist (Bagulaya, 2019). By 
doing so, the ASEAN can carve out spaces for new forms of humanitarian diplomacy and technical 
innovation despite shrinking donor budgets for humanitarian response across competing priorities. Strategic 
and operational localisation will also be a necessary reform given mobility restrictions brought about by 
COVID-19. 
 
It will take time, substantial resources, and sustained effort to transform existing norms. Given growing 
climate-related and political risk, changes will be necessary—the question is whether the ASEAN will 
choose to be proactive or will be forced by external events to make these shifts.  
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Annex 2. Overview of AMS DRR Frameworks  
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Annex 5. No. of armed conflict incidents by region  (2000-2020)  
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Annex 7. No. of armed conflict incidents in Indonesia Administrative Regions  (2000-2020)  
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Annex 9. No. of armed conflict incidents in Myanmar  (2000-2020)  
 

 
 
Annex 8. Natural disasters in the Philippines by type, 2000-2020 
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