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ASEAN’S Disaster Management Landscape
Since the turn of the century, the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) has increased its focus on
and investment in disaster management. This development was motivated by the high exposure of several
of its Member States to natural disasters including the Indian Ocean Earthquake and Tsunami disaster in
December 2004, and Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar in May 2008. This has been further carried forward by
lessons learned from Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines in November 2013 and the more recent Lombok and
Central Sulawesi earthquakes in July and September 2018.
The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response1 (AADMER) was signed in July
2005 and entered into force in December 2009 through ratification by the parliaments of the 10 Member
States. It is the first legally binding regional framework on disaster management of its kind and built on
previous ASEAN commitments included in the two ASEAN Concords of 1976 and 2003, both of which
referenced regional cooperation on disaster management issues. The development of the agreement was
spurred on by the significant disaster events flagged above. The Indian Ocean tsunami accelerated the
preparation of the text of the agreement, which was signed by Member States on 26 July 2005, some seven
months after the Boxing Day event. Its ratification was finalised in December 2009, galvanised by Cyclone
Nargis a year earlier. A declaration adding impetus to the Association’s joint work on disaster management
(One ASEAN, One Response) was concluded based on lessons garnered from Typhoon Haiyan in 2013.
Oversight of the AADMER and its supporting declarations is provided by the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on
Disaster Management (AMMDM) and the Committee on Disaster Management (ACDM). The Committee was
formed in 2003 and is comprised of the heads of national disaster management offices of the ten ASEAN
Member States. In 2011, ASEAN established the “ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Action on
disaster management” (AHA Centre) as its principal instrument in implementing the AADMER and established
regional tools and services that broadly correspond to those found outside the region, which are largely
managed, at the international level, by the United Nations. The AHA Centre has since grown, but, with around
30 staff, remains a relatively modest entity considering the Association’s geographic spread (4.5 million km2),
population (600 million people)2 and risk exposure3 of several of the Member States.
In late 2015, ASEAN produced its ASEAN Vision 20254 and corresponding ASEAN Vision 2025 on Disaster
Management5 to reflect several key milestones, including the establishment of the ASEAN Economic
Community and the conclusion of the first Work Programme specific to disaster management. These
documents set ambitious targets for ASEAN on peace and security, economic and socio-cultural issues. They
also reflect the commitments of ASEAN and its Member States to international frameworks such as the 2030
Sustainable Development Agenda, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction and, by implication,
both the Paris Agreement on Climate Change Action, and Agenda for Humanity emanating from the 2016
World Humanitarian Summit.
At its 2016 Summit, ASEAN adopted the above-mentioned “One ASEAN One Response” Declaration6, which
serves as the cornerstone for developing political momentum on its disaster management aspirations. The
Declaration states, inter alia, that ASEAN should be able to “respond to disasters outside the region, where
appropriate, in partnership with regional and international agencies and centres” by 2020.
ASEAN’s focus on disaster management through the ambitious project to implement the AADMER has been
very positive for development of regional disaster management capacity and as a way to generate political
and social solidarity between the ASEAN Member States, with key regional partners, as well as with
international organisations such as the United Nations and the International Red Cross Federation. The legally
binding AADMER has led to the creation of various tools and instruments to enhance regional coordination
http://agreement.asean.org/media/download/20140119170000.pdf
https://www.britannica.com/topic/ASEAN
3 https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index rank - Myanmar (19th), Philippines (30th), Cambodia (53rd), Indonesia (55th), Lao PDR (70th), Thailand
(74th), Viet Nam (94th), Malaysia (110th), Brunei Darussalam (169th), Singapore (191st).
4 https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/images/2015/November/KLDeclaration/ASEAN%202025%20Forging%20Ahead%20Together%20final.pdf
5 https://www.asean.org/storage/2012/05/fa-220416_DM2025_email.pdf
6 https://asean.org/storage/2016/09/Declaration-on-One-ASEAN-One-Response.pdf
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and operationalisation of disaster response. The dedication of ASEAN Secretariat and Member State
leadership and effective strategy setting by the AHA Centre has generated a robust if still somewhat nascent
disaster management ecosystem. The creation of the AHA Centre in 2011, foreseen in the AADMER, has
provided a space around which ASEAN Member States and ASEAN’s partners have been able to coalesce.
With the AADMER now 15 years old, and as the AHA Centre approaches its tenth birthday in November 2021
it is worth reflecting on the significant progress that has been made in a relatively short period.

The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response
The agreement is significant since it legally binds ASEAN Member States to work together on disaster
management issues. The agreement inter alia:
-

acknowledges the primacy of States to manage disasters within their borders and that assistance will
only be provided upon request.

-

pledges strengthened cooperation between States to strengthen coordination and cooperation to
achieve the objectives of the agreement.

-

prioritises prevention and mitigation.

-

aims to mainstream disaster risk reduction efforts into sustainable development policies.

-

resolves to involve local communities, non-governmental organisations and private enterprises,
utilising, among others, community-based disaster preparedness and early response approaches.

Seven operational parts of the Agreement cover how the Association will work together:
-

Disaster risk identification, assessment, and monitoring.

-

Disaster prevention and mitigation.

-

Disaster preparedness.

-

Emergency response.

-

Rehabilitation.

-

Technical co-operation and scientific research.

-

ASEAN Co-ordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre).

Institutional arrangements include:
-

the establishment of a Conference of the Parties to oversee implementation of the agreement,

-

the designation of the ASEAN Secretariat as Secretariat to the Agreement, and

-

the creation of the ASEAN Disaster Management and Emergency Relief Fund.

The Annex to the Agreement is a terms of reference for the AHA Centre.
Implementation of the Agreement is managed through a series of Work Programmes7, 8, 9, which reference
the operational elements of the agreement and divide the responsibility for implementation between the
ASEAN Secretariat and the AHA Centre. Oversight for implementation is via a series of Working Groups
established under the aegis of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management (ACDM).

https://www.asean.org/storage/images/resources/ASEAN%20Publication/2013%20(12.%20Dec)%20%20AADMER%20Work%20Programme%20(4th%20Reprint).pdf
8 https://www.asean.org/wpcontent/uploads/images/2013/socio_cultural/Strategy%20and%20Priorities%20for%20AADMER%20Work%20Programm%20Phase%202%20(Final).
pdf
9 https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/AADMER-Work-Programme-2016-2020-v1.6.pdf
7
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The ASEAN Secretariat
The ASEAN Secretariat is the permanent coordinating and implementing office for projects and activities
throughout ASEAN. Based in Jakarta, it is aligned with the ASEAN Communities concept: there are the ASEAN
Political-Security Community Department, the ASEAN Economic Community Department, the ASEAN SocioCultural Community Department, and the Community and Corporate Affairs Department.
In 2009, ASEAN Leaders tasked the Secretary-General to be the ASEAN Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator
for both natural disasters and pandemics. A separate Terms of Reference was agreed for this role10.
The Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance (DMHA) Division of the Secretariat falls under the
Cross-Sectoral Cooperation Directorate of the Socio-Cultural Community Department. The purpose of the
Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance Division is to manage ASEAN cooperation in disaster
management, which involves facilitating implementation of the AADMER.
Specifically, the ASEAN Secretariat’s role is included in AADMER’s provisions. Aspects of the role include:
i.

Arranging for and servicing meetings of the Conference of the Parties and of other bodies established
AADMER.

ii.

Transmitting to the Parties notifications, reports and other information received in accordance with
AADMER.

iii.

Considering inquiries by and information from the Parties, and consulting with them on questions
relating to AADMER.

iv.

Ensuring the necessary coordination with other relevant international bodies and, to enter into
administrative arrangements as may be required for the effective discharge of the Secretariat
functions.

v.

In line with Article 24 of the Agreement, the ASEAN Secretariat will also administer the ASEAN
Disaster Management and Emergency Relief Fund to be established under the Agreement.

The DMHA Division provides policy coordination support, conducts monitoring and evaluation of the
AADMER, and serves as the Secretariat to both the COP and ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management
(ACDM). The ASEAN Secretariat, represented by the Director for Sustainable Development, sits on the
Governing Board of the AHA Centre and provides direct support to the Secretary-General of ASEAN in
performing his/her duties as the ASEAN Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator.

The ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA
Centre)
Key to much of the success of ASEAN’s disaster management project has been the creation of the so-called
“operational arm” of ASEAN; the AHA Centre. The Centre is recognised as the central institution in ASEAN for
the operational aspects of the Association’s efforts on disaster management. It is also strongly supported as
the pre-eminent regional body on disaster management and has benefited from strong capacity-building and
financial support by bilateral donors and multilateral institutions alike. It has effectively provided an
“operational engine” for enhancement of regional disaster management capacity.
The Centre has generated an ambitious work programme, designed to support the implementation of the
Agreement. Its immediate priorities, as articulated in the 2016-2020 workplan are:

10

-

Preparedness and response.

-

Capacity building and knowledge management.

-

Resource mobilisation and communications.

-

Management and administration.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/annex_v_20170809_-_collaboration_between_sg-ahac_and_erc_final.pdf
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Its aims are to “continue to facilitate and coordinate ASEAN’s effort in reducing disaster losses and
responding to disaster emergencies as one through regional collaboration, national leadership and global
partnership in disaster management. Further, the AHA Centre envisions to become a highly professional and
trusted organisation which serves as the coordinating agency in the ASEAN region for disaster management
and emergency response that aims to make ASEAN as a global leader on disaster management by 2025.”11
The AHA Centre sees itself as an independent and separate organisation from the ASEAN Secretariat but
recognises the need to work closely with the ASEAN Secretary-General and the Secretariat.
The work of the AHA Centre is overseen by the Centre’s Governing Board12, whose members also serve as
members of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management.

The Sum of the Parts
Thus, the Agreement and its supporting implementation infrastructure are clearly defined:
-

The temporary designation of the ASEAN Secretary-General as ASEAN Humanitarian Assistance
Coordinator (AHAC) when needed provides a clear link between the operational work of the AHA
Centre and the Secretariat’s DMHA and the political engagement required to mount a wellcoordinated response, engaging, where needed, ASEAN heads of state.

-

The designation of the Secretariat to support the implementation of the agreement ensures that the
required interface between Member States takes place and that the implementation of the
agreement is monitored.

-

The Work Programmes are comprehensive pieces of work, providing clarity for ASEAN actors on
where and how to engage programmatically in support of implementation of the tenets of the
agreement and resulting areas of activity. They also provide a vehicle to both implement and monitor
the progress of the development of the work foreseen under the seven operational headings. The
oversight of the work programmes by dedicated working groups, the constituents of which are from
the ASEAN Member States ensures cross-ASEAN engagement and buy-in.

-

The Work Programmes have also enabled ASEAN’s regional and international partners to engage in
capacity building and partnership building work. ASEAN centrality has been maintained in the ASEAN
region and partners have engaged, recognising the obvious shared value. For example, the
ASEAN/United Nations series of Joint Strategic Plans of Action on Disaster Management13, the
conclusion of an interoperability brief between the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator and the
ASEAN Secretary-General see footnote 10, and the engagement between the Red Cross and ASEAN14 , the
AADMER Partnership Group15 and the initiation of the Regional Alliance for Collective Emergency
Response have all focused their efforts on supporting the implementation of the plan in their various
areas of competence.

-

The role and function of the AHA Centre, as the operational engine for implementation of the
AADMER has provided a strong locus for Member State engagement as well as an internationally
recognised platform for regional and international partner engagement at both strategic and
operational levels.

Challenges and Potential Solutions
While acknowledging the tremendous progress that has been made, the clarity of the forward vision laid out
in the One ASEAN One Response declaration and the 2025 Vision on Disaster Management, as well as the
relative successes of this ambitious and much valued regional programme of work, the evolution of the

https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/AHA-Centre-Work-Plan-2020.pdf - Page 5
https://ahacentre.org/governing-board-of-the-aha-centre/
13 https://asean.org/storage/2017/12/ASEAN-UN-JSPADM-2016-2020_final.pdf
14 https://www.rcrc-resilience-southeastasia.org/ifrc-and-asean/
15 https://www.preventionweb.net/organizations/10337
11
12
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region’s enhanced disaster management capacity has also exposed areas where further thinking and
development may be useful:
(i)

The ASEAN Way and ASEAN Centrality

The AHA Centre’s modus operandi is broadly reflective of two key ASEAN principles. Firstly, the ASEAN Way,
which aims to reach agreement on issues through consensus between the Member States, and secondly
ASEAN Centrality, which aims to ensure that ASEAN’s partners engage with ASEAN on the Association’s terms
and conditions. Respect for these two principles has helped to ensure the development of ASEAN’s disaster
management capacity and the AHA Centre’s coordination role.
The norms tacitly understood as the underpinnings of the ASEAN Way account for ASEAN’s strengths and
weaknesses since they have created shared values and a collective ASEAN identity among the region’s
political class, consolidating a level of mutual trust as well as deepening interstate relations through regular
interaction. Yet internal (i.e. within states) conflicts with at times regional implications have been prevalent
in ASEAN and have continuously raised questions as to ASEAN’s legitimacy, as the organization refrains from
addressing such conflicts and the poor human rights records of some member states. The initiative to engage
the services of the AHA Centre to provide assistance to conflict-affected people and to assess conditions for
return of refugees in affected states do not appear to be the most useful response to these crises.
ASEAN centrality can have the tendency to “drown out” norms and standards created elsewhere. While the
AADMER is a shining example of best practice in terms of agreeing a regional mechanism, the ASEAN
Declaration on Human Rights (2012) falls well short of international best practice. Protestations by then
ASEAN Secretary-General Surin Pitsuwan that ASEAN had “come a long way” on human rights16 did not
mollify ASEAN’s partners. Looking towards the AHA Centre’s nascent role in so-called “human-induced”
disasters in the region a similar danger exists that the Centre, which is unable to exercise independence,
impartiality and neutrality in its operations, stands to inadvertently undermine international law, best
practice and standards, by seeking to balance generating best possible outcomes for affected people against
the demands of its Member States.
Recommendation 1: With this in mind ASEAN may wish to rethink its approach to the role of the AHA Centre,
limiting it to its mandate, and identifying other ways to assist and support those of its Member States that
may be experiencing human-induced stresses and crises. Sections (vii) and (viii) below outline some further
thoughts.
(ii)

Division of Labour between the ASEAN Secretary-General and Secretariat, and the AHA Centre

While the various instruments and related directives that have been put into place are intended to ensure a
clear division of labour between the Secretariat and the AHA Centre some further refinement of roles and
responsibilities may be useful.
The role of the AHA Centre is to support the ASEAN Secretary-General in this role. To ensure that this support
can be provided in a predictable and synergised manner communications and engagement between the AHA
Centre and the Socio-Cultural pillar of the ASEAN Secretariat, and specifically the DMHA need to be
systematic and enhanced. Both the AHA Centre and DMHA play supporting roles to the Secretary-General
but these are currently not entirely clear and require further definition.
The AHA Centre provides a strong brand identity for ASEAN Member States’ cooperation on disaster
management issues. The bureaucratic infrastructure has provided strong guidance to the AHA Centre in its
work as well as political support for the development of the AHA Centre’s work. It has also provided an
operational capacity for the ADMM and ACDM to use as their implementing arm. At the same time, its role
and function are clearly articulated in the Annex to the AADMER and elaboration of its work would benefit
from continued reference to the original terms of reference as well as the prescribed roles and functions of
the Secretary-General as AHAC, and the DMHA division of the ASEAN Secretariat.

16

https://thediplomat.com/2012/11/human-rights-declaration-falls-short/
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Recommendation 2: The relationship between the ASEAN Secretary-General in his role as Regional
Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator (when designated as such by the Heads of State of the ASEAN Member
States), the DMHA Division and the AHA Centre would benefit from greater clarity and documented
procedures. Regularisation of engagement between these entities would also be beneficial for the smooth
functioning of the disaster management apparatus.
(iii)

Member State engagement beyond the Committee Structures

The AHA Centre operates as the locus of disaster management capacity development for ASEAN Member
States. The AHA Centre Executive (ACE) Training Programme and the development of the ASEAN Emergency
Response and Assessment Team (ERAT) have ensured that ASEAN Member States develop a cadre of welltrained officials who are familiar with the ASEAN way of managing disasters. These courses have also enabled
ASEAN’s partners to engage meaningfully with NDMO staff from the ASEAN Member States.
At the same time Member States engagement in these programmes has been uneven, as has been their
willingness to permit their trained staff to participate in disaster response operations. Furthermore, the AHA
Centre does not possess the mandate to put into place arrangements with each NDMO to ensure coherence
across the ten ASEAN Member States, beyond making use of the development of ASEAN Joint Disaster
Response Plans (AJDRP) (contingency plans) with each Member State. Despite this some significant steps
have been made, particularly around information sharing and coordinated response to crises affecting one
(or more) Member State(s). Judicious engagement with the AHA Centre Governing Board has also seen some
progress in this regard.
AHA has also become a standard bearer for ASEAN Member States, seeking to ensure that ASEAN disaster
management standards are aligned with international humanitarian standards, specifically as they relate to
disaster preparedness, response, and recovery. But efforts to bring together the National Disaster
Management Offices of the ten ASEAN Member States have been challenged by both a lack of coherence
and uneven buy-in by Member States to such initiatives.
Recommendation 3: While the ACDM and its working groups provide an excellent platform for the
development of cross-ASEAN coherence on disaster management, further and more ambitious coherence
would benefit from firmer agreement on implementation of work programmes and the establishment of
commensurate human and financial resources on the part of ASEAN Member States.
(iv)

Resourcing

ASEAN is set to become the world’s 4th largest economy by 205017, and has a major role to play in preparing
for a new range of challenges emanating from the threats of climate change, pandemics (such as the 2020
Covid-19 crisis), trans-boundary issues (such as air pollution generated by land and/or forest fires), drought,
sea-level rise and others. The ASEAN 2025 Vision clearly articulates ASEAN’s shared determination in this
regard18.
However, operationalising regionally coordinated disaster management capacity has, thus far, largely been
paid for by ASEAN’s partners. While financial information is not freely available, the disaster and human
security challenges that ASEAN member states are likely to face and need to respond to collectively are
currently not matched by a commensurate provision of resources to service its regional instruments.
Data from the AHA Centre 2018 Annual report19 shows that ASEAN Member States cover only 18 percent of
the annual costs for the Centre. While contributions to the AHA Centre by ASEAN Member States have
increased in recent years there is still a considerable gap between budget and resource allocation by those
states.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/understanding-asean-seven-things-you-need-to-know
https://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/images/2015/November/aec-page/ASEAN-Community-Vision-2025.pdf Page 16
19 https://ahacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/AHA-CENTRE-ANNUAL-REPORT-2018-Singular.pdf page 63
17
18
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Regular contributions from ASEAN Member States

14 %

Voluntary contributions from ASEAN Member States

1%

Contribution from ASEAN Member States for Emergency Response

1%

Other contributions from ASEAN Member States

3%

Contributions from ASEAN Dialogue Partners and Other Partners

81 %

This limited resource provision by the Member States presents considerable challenges to the AHA Centre:
-

Legitimacy – where lack of core resources from the ASEAN Member States may lead partners and
interlocutors to question the commitment of those States to the ASEAN disaster management
programme. This may become particularly pertinent in a post-Covid-19 pandemic world where
development assistance resources are likely to shrink.

-

Sustainability – where continued reliance on resources provided by non-ASEAN partners (such as
China, Japan, Australia, and the EU) may be curtailed. Without these resources the Centre will be
unable to meet the ambitious activities and aspirational plans that are included in the AADMER let
alone the loftier aspirations included in the One ASEAN One Response declaration regarding
supporting operations outside the ASEAN region.

More broadly, ongoing concerns about the funding of the ASEAN Secretariat20 apply just as much to its
disaster management capacity as to other areas of work. Adequate and predictable resourcing by the ASEAN
Member States is required to ensure sustainability of the Association’s work on disaster management and in
the context of the broader scope of work proposed by this paper.
Recommendation 4: Reliance on external funding, especially during a period of likely sharp contraction in
overseas aid budgets by traditional donors, should be replaced by realistic budgetary allocations for the
operation of the AHA Centre, sufficient Secretariat support to service the bureaucratic apparatus and a
greater focus on financing of humanitarian programmes and relief supplies.
(v)

Perceptions of relevance to the people of ASEAN:

In a competitive humanitarian marketplace where many of the larger international agencies are “known
brands”, such as UNICEF, UNHCR, CARE, OXFAM, Save the Children etc., ASEAN needs to identify its niche
and comparative advantage. In the context of disaster management (and potentially also for broader
humanitarian affairs) the Association’s disaster management instruments and institutions (the SecretaryGeneral in his capacity as Regional Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator, the Political-Security Pillar, the
Socio-Cultural Pillar and its DMHA Division, and the AHA Centre) have unparalleled access to the ten ASEAN
Member States at all required levels (Head of State, Ministerial, Official, Operational).
This access is, in the authors’ view, a key advantage not enjoyed by any other international or regional
partner. But the challenges around coherent action between these entities, which should be based on clear
agreement on roles and responsibilities and the interplay between the various involved parts of the
Secretariat, the Committee of Permanent Representatives21, the Conference of the Parties to the AAMDER,
the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management, the Governing Board of the AHA Centre and the AHA Centre
itself, mean that this advantage is poorly exercised and that ASEAN “brand identity” in this core area of highly
successful cross-ASEAN work is not optimally conveyed to the vast population which forms the peoples of
ASEAN.
Recommendation 5: Developing this coherence would go a long way to maximising the perceived value of
ASEAN’s disaster management work and could form the basis for broader and deeper understanding of the
role that the Association might play in broader humanitarian affairs in the future.

20
21

https://www.globalgovernmentforum.com/report-calls-asean-appoint-permanent-chief-exec-staff/
https://asean.org/storage/2019/08/1564557813634406.pdf
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(vi)

Engagement beyond traditional perceptions of disaster management

IN 2016 ASEAN released the ASEAN Vision 2025 on Disaster Management22, mapping out the strategic
direction of ASEAN’s disaster management work and priorities for the ensuing 10 years. On page 8 the
document states that:
The AADMER recognises both natural and human-induced disasters, and as disasters are increasingly
recognised as multi-faceted with cascading effects on people’s lives, it will be important for the region
to implement the Agreement more holistically by 2025. Therefore, ASEAN should look towards and
plan for other disasters that include human-induced disasters, such as transboundary haze pollution,
emergencies in the waters of Southeast Asia, and the development of nuclear power plants posing a
significant risk to the region. ASEAN will need to expand and build capacity at all levels and promote
the development of regulatory arrangements and preparedness strategies to anticipate these risks.
It is therefore necessary for the region to build more connections between ASEAN Socio-Cultural
Community, ASEAN Economic Community and ASEAN Political Security Community to further enhance
disaster management and emergency response at the regional level.
Halfway through the Vision’s implementation period the range of disasters encompassed in that paper did
not include some of those that face us today, including:


the current Covid-19 pandemic,



rapid and disorderly urbanisation,



displacement due to factors other than conflict,



irregular migration for economic reasons,



the growth in the number of refugees generated both by ASEAN Member States as well as people
seeking asylum,



environmental degradation and related water scarcity,



unemployment, (especially for young people)



unresolved human-induced disasters in the region, and



the as yet unknown social (and potentially political) disruptions that will be wrought as the world
learns to live, work, travel and manage risk in a Covid-19 environment.

A slightly longer-term view also brings into sharp focus the existential threat of climate change and related
transboundary haze, forest fires, droughts, floods, and other events described as “natural” disasters which
are, in fact, a result of human activity. Combine these with the ongoing natural disaster threats such as
earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanos that exist in countries like Indonesia, the Philippines and Myanmar and
the assessment of current regional disaster management capacity and resourcing maybe left wanting.
Compartmentalisation of disaster and crisis threats into those which are politically benign and thus “within
scope” and those that are less immediately straightforward to address but for which longer-term
consequences are more damaging may require some reconsideration. What constitutes “a disaster of
concern to ASEAN”? What is the interplay between the ASEAN Way and the need to ensure regional security
and safety? How does the creation of regional disaster management and humanitarian instruments serve to
either support or undermine internationally agreed principles in responding to disasters and crises of all
types? What effect does the rather rigid division of labour between ASEAN’s three pillars have on its ability
to examine, plan for, and respond to complex threats, disasters, and crises?
Recommendation 6: Examination of these issues by ASEAN’s broad range of highly skilled experts should be
seen as an urgent priority in order to ensure that regional instruments are cognisant of and better prepared
to respond to the broad range of risks that are ever more apparent.
22

https://www.asean.org/storage/2012/05/fa-220416_DM2025_email.pdf
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(vii)

Engaging with crises; the situation in Myanmar as a potential blueprint for future engagement

The complexity of the history of Myanmar is beyond the scope of this paper, but addressing its consequences
has, over the last three years, become a priority issue for ASEAN. Myanmar has worked with the Association
to identify ways to garner ASEAN Member State support to its efforts to solve its domestic conflicts. The AHA
Centre has provided humanitarian relief supplies to affected people in Rakhine State and undertaken an
assessment of preparations for return of refugees from Bangladesh. While these are laudable actions the
capacity of the AHA Centre to deliver meaningful humanitarian assistance when measured against the
capacity of international organisations and NGOs is somewhat limited, and its attempts to assess conditions
for return were met with alarm by international human rights NGOs23,, ASEAN commentators 24, and more
muted but no less serious concerns by the UN mandate agencies.
During the 2008 Cyclone Nargis response ASEAN exercised its key advantage with Myanmar in brokering
access for humanitarian actors. This advantage was, and remains, well-established trust between Myanmar
and its ASEAN partners. There is a prevailing sense that the optimisation of the ASEAN Way and the mutual
respect for sovereignty enables ASEAN to support in ways that other organisations and states quite simply
cannot. In the context of its more recent efforts to engage on the situation in Rakhine, however, ASEAN did
not act as “broker” for engagement by others but rather duplicated work already mandated to other agencies
by the UN (of which all ten ASEAN Member States are fully paid up members) arguably weakening its ability
to act as neutral broker.
Recommendation 7: ASEAN’s comparative advantage here is its ability to convene. In the context of Rakhine
State, the Government of Myanmar has undertaken a series of reviews, with the Rakhine Commission Report
of 2017 considered to be a blueprint for the way forward. As noted by the Myanmar Government in 2018,
while most of the recommendations have been implemented, those which are most difficult remain in
abeyance. Identifying where and how a group of ASEAN experts could assist the Myanmar authorities in
addressing these unresolved issues could be a key offer, and also act as the basis to develop a more coherent
and strategic approach to development of regionally applicable, conflict sensitive guidance and best practice
on addressing the triple humanitarian/development/peacebuilding triple nexus, which is so urgently needed
in Myanmar. By way of example supportive actions might include the following:

23
24

(i)

Revisiting the Rakhine Commission Report, recognising the tremendous progress Myanmar made
in implementation, while noting that the areas which remain unimplemented are those which
may better facilitate return, and boost confidence between communities in Rakhine State.

(ii)

Using the various Summit processes to map out a constructive way to assist Myanmar in diffusing
the tension and underlying causes in Rakhine State.

(iii)

Convening ASEAN Member State experts to undertake a thorough review of the
recommendations in partnership with the Implementation Committee and identifying where
further work may be useful, especially on the outstanding issues (see para 4 above).

(iv)

Using the ASEAN committee structures and Secretariat pillars to deliberate where and how the
Association may best be able to provide support to assist Myanmar to implement the
outstanding recommendations. Such work might best be supported by the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights and/or the ASEAN Institute for Peace and
Reconciliation rather than by the AHA Centre.

(v)

Doing so in a constructive and supportive manner, with ASEAN Member States providing
technical assistance in the ASEAN Way and respecting Myanmar’s sovereignty, while holding the
Association to collective account against agreed actions.

(vi)

Seeking support from the international system where needed, on the basis of clearly articulated
asks and propositions, with a key aim being to ensure that the conditions for return of those

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/aaha-centre-defends-leaked-report-on-rohingya-refugees-11613142
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/02/05/lessons-from-aseans-rakhine-response/
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people currently in Bangladesh can be met and that the underlying reasons for the outflow of
people from Rakhine State are ameliorated.
(viii)

An ASEAN Council of the Wise

The foregoing analysis is put forward merely to outline the current state of disaster management in the
ASEAN region and to identify areas for possible enhancement. There can be no doubt that ASEAN has moved
with great speed to conceptualise, develop, and implement its disaster management capacity. The political
and operational drive to this end is impressive and without parallel elsewhere on the planet. However, the
increasing complexity of life on earth means that this project will never be completed; new challenges will
arise, new solutions will be sought.
Five years into the implementation of the current Vision on Disaster Management and just over 10 years
after the ratification of AADMER, and bearing in mind the current challenges the ASEAN region faces, a review
of progress in the development of ASEAN’s disaster management capacity would be timely.
But a review by a panel of independent experts who simply undertake the review and have no responsibility
for its implementation would be a waste of effort. Similarly, a review by Government officials or national
level disaster management experts with an ongoing interest in the outcome will likely not lead to a robust
set of conclusions and recommendations.
Recommendation 8: ASEAN may therefore wish to consider the establishment of a Council of the Wise, which
would be an independent body, mandated by the Heads of State to:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

horizon scan macro threats and challenges posed by disasters, as well as climate change,
health, urbanisation, and other socio-economic factors,
review and propose improvements to ASEAN’s political and operational systems and
architecture to address these threats, and
remain as a permanent advisory body to ASEAN on ongoing implementation and review for
selected disaster and crisis-related issues.

Conclusion
The foregoing paper recognises the tremendous progress made by ASEAN over the last 20 and more years in
its efforts to ensure that its people are well protected from disasters. It does not delve down into the progress
made at national and sub-national levels, but it is worth noting that all ASEAN Member States now have
robust disaster-management specific legislation and related disaster management institutions.
Maintaining momentum needs to be the top priority for the Association in this area of its work. ASEAN has a
strong reputation for its disaster management capacities, which have been tested on a number of occasions
over the last decade and more. Looking forward there is no doubt that these tests will continue and are likely
to increase in frequency and complexity. ASEAN must be ready for this.
The world is currently coping with the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic and the uncertainties that
will likely prevail for some time to come as a result. Current analysis points to a shrinking economy and a
significant global recession which will impact the lives of many of the more than 600 million people who live
in the ASEAN region. But what if Covid-19 proves to only be the tip of the iceberg? The list of potential crises
and disasters described in section (vi) above is real and increasingly present. ASEAN needs to invest in
foresight in a rapidly changing world and region; it needs to continue its efforts to innovate responses to
these threats, both as a regional organisation and as a trusted member of the international community.
Protecting the economy and its peoples’ livelihoods through an ambitious futures-led agenda will require
investment in foresight and experimentation and a more robust embracing of innovation and risk-taking
behaviour. Establishing a Council of the Wise to lead on this work would be an excellent first step.
“One ASEAN, One Response....Multiple Threats”.
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