
ADB’s Response to Natural Disasters  
and Disaster Risks
Natural disasters worldwide triggered by extreme hazards 
have increased sharply since the 1980s, as measured in lives 
lost, displaced people, and financial cost. Asia and the Pacific 
have borne the brunt of the physical and economic damage.  

Some well-established statistics bear this out: with 25% of
the world’s gross domestic product, the region accounted for 
38% of the economic losses due to natural disasters during
1980–2009. People living in the Asia and the Pacific are now
four times more likely to be affected by natural disasters
than in Africa, and 25 times more than in Europe or North
America. By one estimate, floods and landslides cost the
People’s Republic of China some $18 billion in 2010 alone, 
and Thailand an estimated $45 billion in 2011.

To deal with the threat, a two-pronged approach is 
needed that combines systematic disaster risk reduction, 
preparedness, and climate change mitigation on the one 
hand, with efficient disaster recovery, on the other. It is 
crucial that policy makers, governments, and communities 
recognize that natural disasters are becoming increasingly 
endemic in the region, and that disasters can derail economic 
growth and development. 

This evaluation assesses the Asian Development Bank’s 
(ADB) support for disaster prevention and recovery programs 
during 1995–2011. The results of ADB’s disaster recovery 
operations are rated successful overall, and as are its disaster 

prevention operations. The evaluation finds that disaster 
recovery projects have been much more successful than 
ADB-supported projects overall. Nonetheless, it also finds 
that most ADB country programs have not treated the 
growing frequency of natural disasters as a systemic risk 
to economic growth. Even more worrisome, were the low 
ratings for the sustainability of projects. 

ADB in 1987 became the first regional multilateral 
development bank to adopt a disaster and emergency 
assistance policy, which was focused on a disaster recovery 
approach in the Pacific countries. The policy extended  
post-disaster support to all ADB developing member 
countries through a broader 1989 policy that began to 
incorporate elements aimed at reducing disaster risk. This 
process culminated in a more proactive response to disasters 
with the 2004 introduction of its Disaster and Emergency 
Assistance policy. 

ADB’s long-term strategic framework, Strategy 2020, also 
addresses natural disasters. It calls for mainstreaming disaster 
risk management and providing early and medium-term 
disaster response and support in partnership with specialized 
aid agencies. ADB also takes part in the global Hyogo 
Framework for Action 2005–2015, a landmark commitment 
to disaster reduction under the United Nations Office for 
Disaster Risk Reduction.  

ADB’s Natural Disaster Interventions during 1995–2011

n 264 natural disaster interventions for $10.37 billion, including 104 loans ($8.55 billion), 67 grants ($1.31 billion),  
6 multitranche financing facility tranches ($415.7 million), and 87 technical assistance operations ($96.8 million).  

n This compares to the total in this period, in all sectors of operation, of 1,367 loans, 499 grants, and 5,144 technical 
assistance operations for $132.2 billion. 

n Disaster prevention projects, excluding technical assistance, accounted for almost 58% of the total volume  
($5.94 billion) and 62% of the number of projects (110). 

n Disaster recovery projects, such as emergency assistance loans for post-disaster recovery, but excluding technical 
assistance, accounted for about 42% ($4.33 billion) by volume and 38% by number of projects (67). 
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ADB’s investment in disaster prevention support to its 
developing member countries has increased gradually. But 
many projects include a disaster prevention component 
together with other activities, making it difficult to account  
for these components. That said, 43 projects during  
1995–2011 were predominantly disaster prevention, or one-
third of approvals (about $2.19 billion) for natural disasters 
against two-thirds for disaster recovery. This distribution partly 
reflects the costly nature of many disaster recovery operations.

Assessing ADB’s Support 
The evaluation assessed support based on (i) the relevance 
of ADB’s disaster management policy and operations in the 
evolving context of increasing natural disasters in Asia and the 
Pacific; (ii) the responsiveness of disaster risk management  
(or risk indicators used) and disaster recovery management  
as practiced over 1995–2011; and (iii) the results achieved  
and anticipated over the same period. 

Relevance 
The large number of natural disasters in the 2000s increased 
attention to disaster response, but the mainstreaming of a 
systematic approach to natural disaster risks in ADB country 
programs has been irregular. The Disaster and Emergency 
Assistance Policy itself does not have a compliance focus and 
does not mandate serious scrutiny in this area during project 
processing, unlike policies related to environmental and social 
safeguards, and gender; and there is no designated community 
of practice. ADB, therefore, does not therefore have a formal 
requirement or a regular system to analyze and monitor 
its developing member countries’ vulnerability to natural 
disaster hazards, or to gauge exposure and vulnerability in the 
geographical area of coverage. The evaluation rated the type 
of disaster prevention practiced less than relevant, and disaster 
recovery efforts relevant. More attention would have been 
desirable on sustainability issues and livelihood restoration.    

Responsiveness 
For disaster recovery loans, including emergency assistance 
loans, ADB has usually focused on sectors that it has already  
been supporting and/or where it has expertise. In countries 
such as Bangladesh, the People’s Republic of China, and 

Indonesia—and even in smaller countries such as Cambodia 
and Nepal—ADB’s natural disaster portfolio has gradually 
increased its attention to preventive measures, most prominently 
flood protection, since the establishment of the Disaster and 
Emergency Assistance Policy.

A growing number of technical assistance operations have 
supported climate change adaptation and are now dealing with 
activities that can help address disaster risk reduction through 
support to environmental agencies, and hazard risk planning. 
Major loans are often accompanied by technical assistance aimed 
at strengthening government capacity to forecast and moderate 
the impact of natural disasters, such as early warning systems 
and land zoning. 

However, far more ADB attention is needed for disaster prevention 
and preparedness, including the development of a stronger 
project pipeline. There are unfilled gaps in the three case study 
countries—Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Pakistan—visited for 
the evaluation, particularly for conventional disaster prevention 
operations such as in flood protection. There is less unmet 
demand in the area of climate change adaptation and mitigation, 
but only because there is insufficient demand in these areas in the 
first place. This evaluation rated ADB’s disaster prevention efforts 
less than responsive to Asia’s emerging needs, and its disaster 
recovery management as highly responsive to needs. 

Results 
The evaluation revealed that ADB’s disaster recovery support 
achieved its intended physical results to a high degree. The 
results of ADB’s disaster recovery operations are rated successful 
overall, and as are its disaster prevention operations. The 
evaluation rates all completed disaster recovery operations 
during 1995–2011 as successful or better, although against 
limited objectives. This compares to 69% successful or better 
for all of ADB operations over the same period. However, the 
percentage of completed disaster recovery operations rated 
likely sustainable, at 62%, has been around the average for ADB’s 
overall portfolio. Meanwhile, almost 80% of the completed 
disaster prevention operations approved over the same period 
were rated successful, with more than 10% less than successful, 
while 10% were unsuccessful. One finding that calls for concerted 
action are the low ratings for sustainability—only 45% were 
rated likely sustainable or better.

Villagers from Basti Panjanwala village, 16 kilometers 
from the town of Muzaffargarh in Pakistan, cross over 
flooded roads and fields. ADB Photo Library
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Emphasizing the Lessons 
The lessons drawn from the evaluation are also categorized 
according to disaster prevention and recovery: 

Lessons for mainstreaming disaster risk reduction 
The increasing frequency of natural disasters, with large human 
losses and economic damage in all areas of Asia and the Pacific, 
makes it imperative to recognize the risks they pose to economic 
development. This applies particularly to disasters related to 
extreme hydrometeorological events in densely populated 
areas, as well as to geophysical events in tectonically unstable 
areas. It should be noted that geophysical disasters, especially 
earthquakes, often result in significantly greater financial losses 
than hydrometeorological (such as tropical cyclones or floods).

Awareness in developing member countries of disaster risk 
reduction measures and of the commonality of the disaster 
threat in the region is still low and needs to be raised. ADB does 
not regularly receive requests from member countries related to 
disaster risk reduction. Also, some parts of Asia and the Pacific 
have initiated useful regional initiatives, such as in the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations and in the Pacific on monitoring 
weather and volcanic activities. But such common concerns 
have not been in evidence elsewhere. ADB staff could be more 
proactive in raising risk awareness through policy dialogue and 
better indicate how to address such risks.

Continuous dialogue with relevant government ministries is 
important. ADB can improve results by proactively engaging in 
regular dialogue with key disaster risk reduction ministries, and 
by systematically linking capacity assessments with loan and 
technical component designs and targets.

Sustainability of outputs and outcomes of ADB disaster 
prevention projects is an important area for ADB focus. This 
has been a weak area in the past, perhaps in part due to the 
perception that prevention is a luxury that needs to compete  
with more immediate priorities.

Consolidation of knowledge support in disaster risk reduction  
is also important. In recent years, there have been local initiatives 
to monitor hazardous weather or natural geophysical conditions 
(both volcanic, and hydro and meteorological). Most of these 
focus on computer simulations, hazard mapping and planning 
support, and early warning systems. They are not part of any 
national policy or economic development platform. ADB 

technical assistance in this field needs to be linked to existing 
natural disaster coordination platforms and strategies in 
countries across the region. The ADB Regional and Sustainable 
Development Department needs to link the work of its climate 
change mitigation and adaptation unit to that of its disaster risk 
management unit. 

Lessons from disaster recovery projects 
Compared with evolving international good practice, ADB’s 
approach to disaster recovery has been limited, although in some 
cases a more comprehensive approach with wider livelihood 
restoration objectives has already been applied. ADB needs to 
make sure it gives special attention to the targeting of disaster 
victims and other disadvantaged groups. 

Realistic assessment of the executing agency is crucial. A realistic 
understanding is needed during project preparation of the 
institutional capacities of executing agencies. For complex, 
multisector projects, monitoring of implementation is vital 
through a central steering committee or similar entity at a 
relevant ministry. Regular interaction between the borrower and 
ADB through the steering committee can contribute greatly to the 
success of a project.

Involvement of the community is important to identify and 
prioritize project activities. Many projects highlighted the 
importance of community participation in these areas.  

Explicit recognition should be made of gender in natural disasters. 
The fatality rates of women in recent major disasters in Asia have 
been substantially higher than those for men. Women are often 
more vulnerable due to lower access to and control over key 
survival and recovery resources, including shelter, transport,  
and food.

Delegation to resident missions speeds up decision-making. 
Delegation of authority to the resident missions for procurement, 
financing, and accounting procedures is essential for the close 
monitoring and expediting of decision-making. 

Larger contracts for major infrastructure rehabilitation can 
be efficient in disaster response situations. The design and 
management of small contracts can burden the limited number of 
supervisors and inexperienced implementing agencies. However, 
some small contracts may still be required to help do good 
livelihood restoration and foster community participation.

Typhoon Ketsana (Ondoy)  dropped 455 millimeters (17.9 inches) of rain on Metro 
Manila in a span of 24 hours on 26 September 2009. A month's worth of rainfall in a 
single day washed away homes and flooded large areas, killing hundreds and strand-
ing thousands  in the city and nearby provinces. ADB Photo Library



Recommendations

Strategic priority
Country partnership strategies for all developing member 
countries subject to risk of natural disasters should include a 
natural disaster vulnerability assessment, and the risks need 
to be appropriately addressed by the investment programs 
planned. This is important to ensure appropriate attention 
to such risks, and that the consideration of such risks is 
mainstreamed into ADB operations.

Beyond infrastructure
ADB should apply an integrated approach to its disaster recovery 
operations. The primary focus on infrastructure restoration 
needs to be complemented by activities directed at livelihood 
restoration and improved resilience of both infrastructure 
and economic activity. ADB’s emergency assistance loans are 
largely infrastructure-focused. ADB needs to ensure that its 
recovery investments are well targeted to the most vulnerable 
people, as this is sometimes an issue, and are sufficiently linked 
to wider ADB goals of poverty reduction. Sufficient time for 
implementation needs to be taken as well.

Partnerships
ADB needs to coordinate more regularly with other development 
partners, take more of a leading role in countries where it does 
a lot, and undertake more technical assistance jointly. ADB 
has a comparative advantage, along with other multilateral 
development banks, in conducting policy dialogue. This is an 
important entry point to change land use and regional economic 
growth plans. Each country has a different set of agencies 
responsible for disaster management, and many countries do 
not have a regular multidonor forum. ADB could identify gaps in 
national disaster policies and activities more proactively through 
both internal coordination and aid harmonization, and be 
prepared to take more of a leadership role where needed. 
ADB could also enhance its information-sharing with outside 
bodies such as the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and 
Recovery.

Integration
ADB needs to integrate climate change and natural disaster 
activities, and to improve capacity in both areas. Resources are 
now concentrated on the climate change teams, while only a 
few staff are assigned to disaster risk reduction. ADB staff are 
well aware that floods and earthquakes are common in Asia and 
the Pacific region, but the regional departments are not able to 
invest sufficient resources in natural disaster risk assessments. 
Technical assistance related to early warning systems, financing 
options, and climate variability could be fed more systematically 
into the design, preparation, and implementation of investment 
projects. Additional expertise may be required in such areas as 
profiling natural disaster vulnerability zones, disaster aftermaths, 
and disaster risk financing. 

Financing
ADB should review risk finance models and products developed 
by other disaster risk financing institutions, including those 
that work with private sector operators. One area in which 
multilateral development banks, including ADB, have a role to 
play is the discussion and evaluation with developing member 
countries of the various risk estimates conducted by insurance 
industries and think tanks. ADB can play a mediator plus 
catalyst role to create various risk finance options in developing 
member countries. For this to happen, effective cooperation 
among the Regional and Sustainable Development Department, 
the regional departments, and the Private Sector Operations 
Department is needed. 

Action planning
ADB‘s 2008 Action Plan listed appropriate actions to be taken but 
needs to be updated and refined. It also needs to be followed up 
with an annual progress report to feed appropriate Management 
decisions and needs to be made available for information to the 
Board, and published on the ADB website.
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Learning Lessons is a synthesis of key lessons drawn from 
evaluations of ADB-supported projects and programs. This 
synthesis may include contexts derived from literature review.  
Lessons presented in this brief are not prescriptive, and users are 
advised to carefully review these lessons in the context of country, 
sector, and thematic conditions.
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Disclaimer
The views and assessments contained herein do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) or its Board of Directors or the 
governments they represent. ADB does not guarantee the accuracy of the  
data and accepts no responsibility for any consequence of their use. 

About the Independent Evaluation at Asian Development Bank
The Independent Evaluation Department evaluates the policies, strategies, 
operations, and special concerns of the Asian Development Bank 
relating to organizational and operational effectiveness. It contributes to 
development effectiveness by providing feedback on performance and 
through evaluation lessons. 


