
TOWARD A DISASTER RESILIENT REGION: EXAMINING US-ASEAN 

COOPERATION ON DISASTER MANAGEMENT UNDER THE  

OBAMA ADMINISTRATION  

 

Southeast Asia is a region vulnerable to both natural and manmade disasters. The Indian Ocean tsunami in 
December 2004, which affected Indonesia and Thailand, Cyclone Nargis, which struck Myanmar in May 2008, 
and Typhoon Haiyan, which hit the Philippines in November 2013, left thousands dead and destroyed homes 
and livelihoods. A disaster is typically seen as a function of the risk process for it results from the combination 
of hazards, vulnerabilities and insufficient capacity to decrease the negative consequences of risk.1 

 
Disasters disrupt the functioning of a community or a society by causing widespread human, economic and 
environmental losses. Annually, the ASEAN region suffers from more than USD 4.4 billion in losses related to 
natural disasters.2 Thus, disasters are a non-traditional security issue for they arise out of non-military causes 
and are transnational in scope. These kinds of security threats require multilateral cooperation because 
national efforts are often inadequate and the effects are not confined to one state.3 

 
ASEAN Member States recognize the importance of cooperation in addressing natural and manmade disasters. 
The ASEAN Political-Security Blueprint has identified disaster management and emergency response as one of 
the region's main non-traditional security challenges along with transnational crime and terrorism. Disaster 
management aims to reduce the attendant risks and mitigate the impact of events that cannot be avoided. 
Disasters are inevitable, but their worst effects can be prevented by preparation, early warning and swift 
decisive responses.  
 
The aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami brought the subject of disaster management to the fore and 
prompted ASEAN Member States to sign the Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) in 2005.4 The AADMER seeks to provide effective mechanisms to achieve substantial decrease in 
disaster losses, and to jointly respond to disaster emergencies through concerted national efforts and 
intensified regional and international cooperation. The agreement defines disaster management as a range of 
activities, prior to, during and after disasters, designed to provide a framework for helping communities to 
avoid, minimize and recover from the impact of disasters. In implementing AADMER, ASEAN collaborates with 
its Dialogue Partners5 and members of the AADMER Partnership Group,6 a consortium of seven civil society 
organizations, for it acknowledges the significance of establishing a wide network of stakeholders in addressing 
the issue.   
 
Under the Obama administration, US foreign policy agenda toward the region include advancing cooperation 
on humanitarian assistance and disaster response for it was during this administration when devastating 
natural disasters hit the region. As a Dialogue Partner, the US supports ASEAN initiatives on disaster 
management.  

Foreign Service Institute         
5th Floor DFA Building 2330 Roxas Boulevard Pasay City 1300 PHILIPPINES             

 Tel.: (+632) 834-4355    Website: www.fsi.gov.ph    E-mail: cirssinsights@fsi.gov.ph  
Facebook: www.facebook.com/fsiphilippines    Twitter: @FSIPhilippines 

by Virgemarie A. Salazar 

 

VOL. III, NO. 3   october 2016 

FSI insights 
ISSN 2423-2890 (Print), ISSN 2423-2904 (Online) 



 
This paper examines the efforts of the US and ASEAN in promoting cooperation in disaster management under 
President Barack Obama from 2009 to 2014 to track ASEAN’s progress in implementing the objectives of 
AADMER. It also discusses the gaps and challenges and explores ways to further strengthen the efforts of the two 
parties in achieving a disaster-resilient region. While close partnerships have been formed between the US and 
ASEAN in the field of disaster management, cooperation has to be sustained, if not improved, in the long run to 
achieve a safer ASEAN Community.   
 
Disaster Management in ASEAN: Concepts and Framework 
 
Disasters pose enormous challenges, especially for developing nations. Southeast Asian states, predominantly 
Indonesia and the Philippines, were hardest hit by natural disasters between 2004 and 2013 with the total report 
of 527 incidences and 354,293 deaths.7 To respond to the challenges, ASEAN is working to increase the capacity of 
Member States in coping with disasters in the short run and investing in measures on disaster prevention and 
mitigation in the long run. However, efforts have to be intensified in effectively translating policies into strategies 
and activities to achieve intended outcomes.  
 
The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
(UNISDR) defines disaster risk management as "the systematic 
process of using administrative directives, organizations, and 
operational skills and capacities to implement strategies, policies 
and improved coping capacities in order to lessen the adverse 
impacts of hazards and the possibility of disaster."8 This process 
aims to avoid or reduce the negative effects of hazards through 
prevention, mitigation and preparedness. In 2005, members of the 
UN adopted the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), which set an 
overarching goal to achieve substantive reduction of disaster 
losses by 2015 by building communities resilient to disasters. It 
underscored the importance of promoting disaster risk reduction 
efforts on the local, national and international levels. In March 
2015, states adopted the Sendai Framework to replace the HFA 
during the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction 
in Sendai, Japan. 
 
Under the HFA, regional organizations are responsible for the following: (1) promoting regional programs for 
disaster risk reduction; (2) undertaking and publishing regional and sub-regional baseline assessments; (3) 
coordinating reviews on progress toward implementing the Hyogo Framework in the region; (4) establishing 
regional collaborative centers; and (5) supporting the development of regional early warning mechanisms.9 

 
Part of ASEAN's 2015 vision is to have disaster-resilient nations and safer communities; thus, it came up with 
mechanisms to facilitate regional cooperation on disaster management. The AADMER is a legally-binding 
proactive regional framework for cooperation, coordination, technical assistance, and resource mobilization in all 
aspects of disaster management. It affirms ASEAN’s commitment to the HFA for ASEAN Member States are 
cognizant of the need to develop coordinated regional approaches to prepare for disasters and ensure swift 
response in situations that require international assistance.  
 
The AADMER requires members to cooperate in the following areas: (1) developing and implementing measures 
to reduce disaster losses; (2) immediately responding to disasters occurring within their territory; (3) promptly 
responding to a request for assistance from an affected country; and (4) taking legislative, administrative and 
other measures to implement provisions under the agreement.  
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The AADMER has two different levels of commitment: (1) to build 
regional capacity focused on supporting Member States in 
preparedness and response capacities, coupled with a regional 
system of rules to expedite collaboration during disasters; and (2) 
to assist governments in improving their disaster risk 
management systems through all stages of the disaster 
management cycle.10 Moreover, the agreement intends to 
accomplish concrete actions in the strategic components of (1) 
risk assessment, early warning and monitoring; (2) prevention and 
mitigation; (3) preparedness and response; and (4) recovery.11 
Member States came up with the AADMER Work Programme for 
2010-2015 to serve as a roadmap in effectively translating the 
goals of AADMER into flagship projects based on the four 
components of disaster management. Several bodies are involved 
in implementing, monitoring and evaluating the AADMER Work 
Programme such as the ASEAN Committee on Disaster 
Management (ACDM), ASEAN Coordinating Centre for 
Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA Centre), 
and the ASEAN Secretariat.  
 
Using the priorities of the HFA and the strategic components 
outlined in the AADMER, this study looks at how the US-ASEAN 
cooperation under the Obama administration contributes to the 
goal of developing the region's resilience to disasters. The 
objectives, strategic components and building blocks of the 
AADMER, including the HFA priorities, serve as the framework in 
analyzing the efforts of the US and ASEAN on disaster 
management.  
 
US-ASEAN Cooperation on Disaster Management 
 
The US became a Dialogue Partner of ASEAN in 1977. Over the 
years, their Dialogue Relations have grown encompassing a wide 
range of areas, including political and security, economic and 
trade, social and cultural, and development cooperation. Regular 
meetings are held between ASEAN and US officials to discuss 
matters of mutual interest within and outside the region. The US 
participates in a several consultative meetings with ASEAN, 
including the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)12, the ASEAN Defense 
Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus)13, the East Asia Summit 
(EAS)14 and the Post Ministerial Conferences (PMCs)15.  
 
At the first ASEAN-US Leaders' Meeting in 2009 held in Singapore, the ASEAN Leaders welcomed US support for 
the AADMER as well as its offer of assistance to develop a multiple hazard monitoring system for the region. 
Since the AHA Centre's establishment, the US Government has been working closely with the ACDM, AHA 
Centre and ASEAN Secretariat to realize the offer through the development of a monitoring and response 
system. The Joint Vision Statement on the ASEAN-US Enhanced Partnership stressed the need to cooperate at 
the regional and global levels on disaster management, including the development of regional and global 
standby arrangements for disaster management and emergency response. 
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AADMER Structure 
ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management 
(ACDM) - is composed of representatives of the 
national disaster management agencies of 
Member States. It serves as the link between 
national and regional institutions, and is in 
charge of managing regional activities. It also 
does policy oversight and supervision of the 
AADMER Work Programme. Its four Working 
Groups correspond to the strategic components 
of the AADMER. Furthermore, it collaborates 
with Dialogue Partners, international and multi-
lateral agencies, non-government organizations 
and the private sector to advance the objectives 
of the AADMER. 
 
ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitari-
an Assistance on Disaster Management 
(AHA Centre) - was established to facilitate 
cooperation and coordination among ASEAN 
Member States and with relevant United Nations 
agencies and other international organizations. It 
performs operational coordination and technical 
functions under the AADMER, and it operates in 
a 24/7 basis. The ASEAN Disaster Monitoring 
and Response System (DMRS), which provides 
the emergency operations center using streams 
of hazard data from all over ASEAN, is located 
in the AHA Centre. In its 2013 Annual Report, 
the AHA Centre reported a budget of almost 
USD 5.8 million, most of which came from the 
Dialogue Partners. Each ASEAN Member State 
has to contribute USD 30,000 annually for oper-
ational expenses, and Member States can also 
give voluntary contributions to the AADMER 
fund.  
 
ASEAN Secretariat - provides policy coordina-
tion support, conducts monitoring and evaluation 
of the AADMER, and serves as the custodian of 
the AADMER Fund. In addition, the ASEAN 
Secretariat assists the ASEAN Secretary-
General in fulfilling his duties as the ASEAN 
Humanitarian Assistance Coordinator in times of 
major disaster or emergency. 



In one of her foreign policy speeches, then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton explained that America's 
engagement in the Asia-Pacific region has shifted toward more civilian-led than military-supported initiatives. 
Nonetheless, she affirmed that military cooperation in Asia continues to be a key part of a comprehensive 
engagement. She highlighted the three D's of US foreign policy -- defense, diplomacy and development -- as 
mutually reinforcing strategies. Under this framework, Secretary Clinton appointed the US Agency for 
International Development to lead in disaster response by building its ability to get relief supplies and deploy aid 
workers into the field within 24 hours after a disaster strikes. She believed that integrating the three D's puts the 
US in the best position to secure its own interest while promoting common interests with partners and allies.16 
This policy has been evident in the way the US participates in the various ASEAN-led initiatives. 
 
The ARF is an important venue for security dialogue in Asia, 
complementing various dialogues and mechanisms. It 
provides a setting in which members can discuss current 
regional security issues and develop cooperative measures 
to enhance peace and security in the region. The ARF has 
organized several disaster relief and emergency response 
exercises. It also keeps a detailed record of contacts and 
organizers to help maintain the disaster relief and 
emergency response network. The ARF Disaster Relief 
Exercise (ARF DiREx)  is a collaboration of efforts among 
civilian authorities and the military in organizing a large 
scale disaster relief exercise, and promotes exchange of 
expertise and practices in disaster management among ARF 
members. Collaboration is achieved through operational 
and strategic cooperation involving national governments 
and international organizations with a focus on the Table 
Top Exercise and a tactical level-oriented Field Training 
Exercise. It takes place every two years and is co-hosted by 
one ASEAN member state and one non-ASEAN ARF 
member. Organizations such as the ASEAN Secretariat, AHA 
Centre, Asian Disaster Preparedness Center, UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, and International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies also 
participate in the ARF DiREx.  
 
Another ASEAN mechanism that the US has been actively 
engaged with is the ADMM-Plus. It serves as a platform for 
ASEAN and its eight Dialogue Partners to strengthen 
security and defense cooperation for peace, stability, and 
development in the region. This security arrangement acts 
as a building block in establishing a new security 
infrastructure in the Asia-Pacific region that formally 
includes the US.17 Under the ADMM-Plus, the US is 
expected to work with other members to build capacity so 
as to enhance regional security in a substantive way. In 
October 2010, then Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
participated in the inaugural ADMM-Plus to develop 
greater regional military cooperation. The Defense 
Ministers were keen to see concrete actions in the different 
areas of cooperation with the help of civilian actors. They 
believe they have a significant role to play in contributing to 
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ARF DiREx 
ARF DiREx 2009, Philippines - Fourteen member coun-
tries participated in the exercise designed to improve 
international humanitarian relief following a hypothetical 
super typhoon. Multinational forces demonstrated and 
integrated their responses in the areas of land, air and 
maritime search and rescue, medical assistance, and 
engineering reconstruction. The exercise included recon-
struction of school buildings, construction of a foot bridge, 
installation of a water delivery system, and medical treat-
ment of approximately 14,000 individuals. The Philip-
pines and the US co-sponsored the ARF Voluntary 
Demonstration of Response (AFVDR) to undertake more 
tangible forms of cooperation on humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief.  
 
ARF DiREx 2011, Indonesia - Three main activities 
were conducted during the event: table-top exercise, field 
training exercise and humanitarian civic action. The table
-top exercise was based on a hypothetical scenario of an 
earthquake followed by a tsunami which hit an area of 
North Sulawesi. The Co-Chairs' Summary Report noted 
that effective civil-military cooperation among nations and 
agencies at all levels is the key to improve disaster relief 
capacity. Participating countries enhanced their ability to 
provide assets and personnel in a coordinated manner. 
The report acknowledged the operational difficulties the 
participants encountered in terms of coordination, logis-
tics, human resources, security, organization, and stand-
ard operating procedures. 
 
ARF DiREx 2013, Thailand - It highlighted the im-
portance of consular demands that could possibly occur 
during crisis and disaster response. Thus, participants 
recommended further consideration of consular elements 
together with humanitarian assistance and enhanced civil
-military capability issues in future exercises.  
 
ARF DiREx 2015, Malaysia - The exercises, which were 
based on a scenario of a tropical typhoon that hit Penin-
sular Malaysia, contributed towards strengthening of civil-
military coordination. Another aim of the exercises was to 
work toward the effective implementation of AADMER at 
the strategic, tactical and operational levels through a 
Table Top Exercise and Field Training Exercise. It was 
also noted that the exercises underscored the critical role 
of the AHA Centre in coordinating collective response. 
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peace and security in the region. The ministers do not want 
ADMM to be a military pact; hence, they intend to align their 
efforts with other ASEAN dialogue and cooperative mechanisms 
such as the ARF, ACDM and EAS. 
 
In 2012, the US provided a team of international experts to work 
closely with the AHA Centre in developing the ASEAN Disaster 
Monitoring and Response System. The development of the 
system was initiated following an offer made by President Barack 
Obama at the First ASEAN-US Leaders' Meeting. This system 
allowed the AHA Centre to visually monitor, geographically 
detect and synthesize multiple streams of data on hazardous 
events or natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, 
volcanic eruptions, cyclones and floods. With the available data, 
the AHA Centre is able to speed up decision-making, which is 
crucial in times of disasters.  
 
The US Forest Service also helped the AHA Centre develop an 
Incident Command System and the Concept of Operations for its 
Emergency Operation Centre. The University of Hawaii, with the 
support from the Harvard University, conducted an assessment 
for the capacity development of AHA Centre operations. In 
addition, the US Marine Corps held a planning process workshop 
in Jakarta from 4-7 November 2013, which focused on planning, 
mission analysis and decision support.  
 
The year 2012 also marked the 35thanniversary of US-ASEAN 
relations. At the US-ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia, Secretary Hillary Clinton remarked that the US has a 
stake in ASEAN's success. She mentioned that "natural disasters are one of the most significant challenges to the 
stability, development and prosperity of the ASEAN nations."18 Thus, she encouraged all ASEAN Member States 
to endorse the Rapid Disaster Response Agreement, which aims to implement a more effective delivery of 
supplies, service, and personnel during disastrous events. As part of US engagement on disaster management, 
the US Trade and Development Agency sponsored a Workshop on ASEAN Disaster Management, Mitigation, and 
Response Technologies in Bangkok, Thailand in May 2012. The workshop assisted disaster management 
authorities from ASEAN Member States in identifying appropriate technical and operational solutions and 
enhanced their capabilities to adequately prepare for and effectively respond to disaster-related emergencies. 
 
Another initiative worth highlighting is the ASEAN-US Partnership for Good Governance, Equitable and 
Sustainable Development, and Security or the PROGRESS program, which supports ASEAN’s capacity to advance 
good governance, regional security and an equitable and sustainable human development. In line with the 
ASEAN-US Enhanced Partnership Plan of Action 2011-2015, PROGRESS identified response planning to natural 
disasters as a key area of cooperation.19 

 
In 2013, ASEAN issued the Declaration on Enhancing Cooperation in Disaster Management to reaffirm ASEAN's 
commitment in pursuing effective cooperation in disaster risk reduction and building the capacities of ASEAN 
peoples to be more resilient and self-reliant in mitigating the impact of disasters. The declaration encourages 
ASEAN Dialogue Partners and relevant regional and international organizations to help in developing a 
supportive environment that optimizes the implementation of the AADMER Work Programme.20 
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Before 2013 ended, Typhoon Haiyan struck the Philippines causing widespread destruction in its wake. The AHA 
Centre had been proactive by monitoring the movement of the typhoon before it made landfall, disseminating 
information through flash updates in social media and the Disaster Management Response System, and activating 
the Disaster Emergency Logistic System for ASEAN in Malaysia. In addition, the AHA Centre deployed a four-
member Emergency Rapid Assessment Team (ERAT) to Manila, consisting of an AHA Centre Field Team Leader, 
two ERAT members from Brunei and a representative from an international NGO within the AADMER Partnership 
Group to monitor the storm and coordinate and discuss possible relief support with the Philippine government.21 

 

ASEAN members deployed defense assets and relief aid, bilaterally, to support the relief operation. Singapore’s 
air force delivered relief supplies to affected areas, and at the request of the Philippine military, extended the 
deployment of its C-130 transports. Brunei dispatched its patrol vessel and fixed-wing aircraft, while Thailand 
offered a C-130 transport and medical assistance. Indonesia contributed USD 2 million in aid and sent three C-130 
aircrafts to distribute supplies.22 The US was actively involved in disaster response and relief operations during 
that time. Assistance from the US included USD 87 million in disaster aid, USD 59 million in private sector 
contributions, massive US military humanitarian effort, as well as diplomatic and legislative activities. Some 66 
military aircraft and 12 naval vessels were engaged in relief efforts and nearly 1,000 military personnel were 
deployed. The USS George Washington, along with elements of the 31stMarine Expeditionary Unit from Okinawa, 
was part of the Joint Task Force in cooperation with the Philippine government and armed forces.23 

 

However, it had been observed that despite ASEAN's focus on humanitarian assistance and disaster response, it 
was slow to react during Typhoon Haiyan. In a press conference, Thai and Indonesian foreign ministers voiced 
concern over how ASEAN's response lagged behind those of the other partners outside the region such as the US, 
United Kingdom and Japan. One reason could be that the scale of Typhoon Haiyan was too great to allow for a 
coordinated response from ASEAN given its institutional limitations and resource constraints.24 

 

Thus, during the East Summit Asia held in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar 
in November 2014 ASEAN Leaders acknowledged the need for an 
enhanced cooperation between ACDM and disaster management 
authorities in non-ASEAN countries to strengthen disaster 
management capabilities in the region. They also welcomed the 
progress on the Rapid Disaster Response Toolkit and the ongoing 
implementation of the World Health Organization registration and 
classification system for foreign medical teams in the region. The 
US extended support to the East Asia Summit Declaration on Rapid 
Disaster Response. Assistant Secretary Daniel Russel of the Bureau 
of East Asian and Pacific Affairs mentioned the importance of 
disseminating the lessons learned in the aftermath of Typhoon 
Haiyan and in improving the capabilities of the AHA Centre. 
Likewise, he announced efforts of the US to team up with regional 
partners to develop a strategic plan for exercises that will prepare 
the US and ASEAN in coordinating relief delivery in case of disasters in the future.25 Moreover, the US has been 
working with Australia and Malaysia to develop a multi-year strategic exercise plan on disaster relief for ASEAN 
bodies and mechanisms such as the ACDM, ARF, ADMM-Plus and EAS. 
 

The elevation of US-ASEAN Dialogue Relations to a Strategic Partnership in November 2015 also opened more 
opportunities for engagement in the field of disaster management. The Plan of Action to Implement ASEAN-US 
Strategic Partnership (2016-2020) highlights the need to support the AADMER Work Programme 2 (2013-2015) 
and the work of AHA Centre beyond 2015. Furthermore, the plan includes strengthening ASEAN’s mechanism on 
coordinating and mobilizing humanitarian assistance through exchange of expertise and knowledge, as well as 
increasing efforts in developing ASEAN-wide disaster risk assessment system through hazard and vulnerability 
mapping, and institutionalizing the ASEAN Disaster Management Training Institutes Network (ADTRAIN) and 
priority training courses under the AADMER. 

“The elevation of US-ASEAN Dialogue 
Relations to a Strategic Partnership in 

November 2015 also opened more 
opportunities for engagement in the 
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2015) and the work of AHA Centre 

beyond 2015.”  
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Gaps and Challenges 
 
The policies and programs on disaster management enabled ASEAN and its Dialogue Partners to align their efforts 
on a number of strategies and priorities. ASEAN, however, has to do more to turn its policy goals into actual 
programs to achieve the desired outcomes. Despite the progress in the US-ASEAN cooperative arrangements, 
some gaps and challenges persist mainly on the part of ASEAN. In engaging the US, ASEAN has to set its priorities 
straight by focusing on activities that would deliver high-impact and sustainable outcomes. 
 

Improve disaster preparedness  
 

The cooperative efforts between the US and ASEAN on disaster risk 
management under the Obama administration placed more 
emphasis on disaster relief and emergency response as shown in the 
previous section. Disaster risk management, however, is a 
comprehensive strategy that covers more than post-disaster 
activities such as relief and response. The term disaster risk 
management is used to refer to all activities intended to reduce risk 
or prepare for disasters as well as those associated with emergency 
relief and reconstruction.26 Studies show that prioritizing disaster 
preparedness and mitigation enables governments to minimize the 
destructive effects of disasters. 
 

One of the objectives of the AADMER Work Programme 2010-2015 is to enhance the preparedness of Member 
States and improve ASEAN’s responsiveness to major disasters. ASEAN needs to strengthen institutional 
frameworks for disaster preparedness and mitigation at the regional, national and community levels; thus, good 
governance is a key element in achieving this objective.27 When a country is better prepared for disasters, huge 
loss of lives and property are prevented, and the government spends less of its budget on disaster response and 
rehabilitation. Thus, ASEAN Member States have to invest in long-term risk management solutions focusing more 
on preparedness and mitigation to reduce their vulnerability to natural and man-made disasters. The AADMER 
highlights the significance of prevention and mitigation and was built upon the priorities of the Hyogo Framework 
of Action. Hence, it can be said that ASEAN Member States recognize that a proactive approach is of high 
importance. Improving cooperation on disaster preparedness and mitigation can be achieved by mainstreaming 
AADMER objectives into national policies, programs and practices. To do so, Member States have to strengthen 
the institutional capacity of their own national disaster management organizations.  
 

Promote AADMER as the common platform 
 

Engagement between the US and ASEAN has grown over the years anchored by mechanisms such as the ACDM, 
ARF, ADMM, ADMM-Plus and other ASEAN-led initiatives; however, these mechanisms have only been in 
existence for a few years. The AADMER was put into effect in 2009, and the AHA Centre in Jakarta was launched 
in 2011. The same goes for the ARF DiREx and ADMM-Plus.  On humanitarian assistance and disaster response 
alone, there are currently five separate mechanisms under ASEAN apart from ACDM. These mechanisms have to 
regularly coordinate with each other to achieve synergy in their activities and avoid overlaps in their functions. 
Given the complex structure of ASEAN-led mechanisms on disaster management, it is necessary to work on cross-
sectoral and multi-stakeholder coordination within ASEAN and its external partners, which include the US.28 In the 
ASEAN Declaration on Enhancing Cooperation in Disaster Management, Leaders agreed to promote “AADMER as 
the main common platform for disaster management in ASEAN and with the ACDM as the driver in the process to 
maintain ASEAN’s Centrality in these efforts.”29 This strategy is particularly helpful when engaging different 
players with similar goals. 
 
The case of Typhoon Haiyan and the missing Malaysian Airlines flight 370 demonstrated the weak capacity of 
individual ASEAN countries or ASEAN as a bloc to immediately respond to a crisis.30 This presents an opportunity 

“Disaster risk management, however, 
is a comprehensive strategy that 

covers more than post-disaster 
activities such as relief and response. 

Studies show that prioritizing disaster 
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VOL. III, NO. 3   october 2016 



8 

for the US and ASEAN to continue ongoing efforts in the field of disaster management. ASEAN will also benefit 
from working on its capacity and institution building. The AHA Centre is still in its initial stages of developing 
programs, thus its scope is limited to logistics and rapid assessment in preparedness and response, technical 
support for early warning, and risk assessment and monitoring.31 To successfully implement AADMER, the 
capacity of the AHA Centre to operate and serve as an implementing agency has to be enhanced; as well as that 
of the ASEAN Secretariat by scaling its staff on the Disaster Management and Humanitarian Affairs Division to deal 
with policy coordination and monitoring of AADMER implementation.32 Member States and, in particular, their 
national agencies need to be aware of, and trained in, regional systems and procedures for these will not only 
improve regional support networks in case of a disaster, but will also strengthen early warning and emergency 
communication within the region.33 

 

Ensure availability of resources 
 

ASEAN lacks resources to fully implement the AADMER Work 
Programme. Even the annual contribution of Member States is not 
sufficient to fund the operations of the AHA Centre; thus, it has relied 
on the support of ASEAN Dialogue Partners. Australia has been 
instrumental in filling in the gaps in the operationalization of the AHA 
Centre, while Japan has provided generous support for the 
establishment of the regional stockpile, capacity building, and ICT 
capabilities. The US supplied the system for disaster monitoring and 
response, as well as experts and ICT equipment. In the beginning of 
AHA Centre’s operation, New Zealand sent advisors and is planning to 
provide more in near future. The European Union, likewise, is planning 
to provide significant support for institutional strengthening of the AHA 
Centre.  
 

Funding for the AADMER Work Programme should be enough to cover all its components for the entire phase of 
implementation. Unavailability of resources limits the capacity of ASEAN to deliver on its targets. Hence, ASEAN 
Member States, with the help of its Dialogue Partners, have to mobilize resources to ensure the long-term 
sustainability of activities identified in the Work Programme.  

 

Link disaster management efforts with climate change initiatives 

 

ASEAN has begun recognizing the urgent need to simultaneously address the issues of disaster risk reduction, 
climate change adaptation and sustainable development. The Declaration on Institutionalizing the Resilience of 
ASEAN and its Communities and Peoples to Disasters and Climate Change encourages Member States to 
mainstream and institutionalize disaster risk management and climate change adaptation in their national 
development strategies and plans.34 The Declaration encouraged all stakeholders to participate in planning and 
implementing programs on disaster risk management and climate change adaptation while promoting public and 
private sector investments in these fields. ASEAN Leaders also assigned the ACDM as the focal point for cross-
sectoral cooperation at the regional level. With this declaration, ASEAN lays the policy groundwork that can serve 
as basis for activities and programs in the future. 
 

The initiative of the US to co-chair a climate change adaptation workshop with Brunei is a step in the right 
direction. Experts have stressed on the link between climate change adaptation and disaster risk management. 
Each ASEAN Member State has to formulate policies that integrate the two aspects to enable them to coordinate 
their actions. Adaptation to climate change is closely related to disaster risk management, and should not be seen 
as an alternative or a conflicting approach for both share the common goal of increasing the ability of 
communities to cope with climate-induced hazards.35 
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Toward a Comprehensive Partnership 
 
Disaster management has been a priority area of cooperation in various ASEAN led-mechanisms. This is because 
ASEAN and its partners  are  recognizing  that  multilateral  cooperation is  important in addressing non-traditional  
security challenges, particularly since the region is highly vulnerable to disasters. Cooperation on disaster 
management will remain to be a key policy issue in the years to come. Efforts accomplished under the Obama 
administration should serve as building blocks for future engagement. Therefore, initiatives have to be sustained 
in the long term, and strategies have to shift toward disaster preparedness and mitigation to achieve a disaster-
resilient region. 
 

Moving forward, US and ASEAN will have to integrate the priorities and targets of the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 into their joint efforts on disaster management. In March 2015, states adopted 
the Sendai Framework during the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai, Japan. The 
new framework builds on the progress achieved under the Hyogo Framework by focusing on four priorities for 
action: (1) understanding disaster risk; (2) strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk; (3) 
investing in disaster reduction for resilience; and (4) enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and 
to "build back better" in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction. More importantly, the framework calls for 
strengthening of international cooperation and global partnership, and risk-informed donor policies and 
programs. While it recognizes that states have the primary responsibility to reduce disaster risk, the Sendai 
Framework asserts that international cooperation "remains pivotal in supporting the efforts of states, their 
national and local authorities, as well as communities and businesses, to reduce disaster risk."36 

 

Under the Sendai Cooperation Initiative for Disaster Risk Reduction, 
the Japanese Government agreed to contribute USD 4 billion and 
train 40,000 government officials and local leaders from 2015 to 
2018as part of mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction efforts. To 
successfully implement the initiative, other partners have to provide 
additional funding to ensure that projects will continue in the 
medium and long term. Since most ASEAN Member States are 
developing or middle-income countries, they need support through 
bilateral and multilateral channels to fully realize the objectives of 
the Sendai Framework and AADMER. Thus, ASEAN Dialogue Partners 
like the US will remain important partners in capacity-building 
efforts and as sources of financial and technical assistance and 
technology transfer. 
 

The US can also help ASEAN in developing a regional disaster risk financing strategy. As an AADMER flagship 
initiative, building financial resilience is aimed at promoting regional cooperation in the areas of disaster 
management, insurance and finance. ASEAN Member States are aware that having a regional disaster risk 
financing and insurance strategy is necessary to effectively deal with disasters. Most ASEAN governments have 
insufficient funding arrangements in place for major disasters. Although they have contingency budget allocations 
to finance disaster response efforts, countries like Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar have to secure adequate 
funding for recovery efforts. Major disasters can also dampen national development goals and exacerbate levels 
of poverty in disaster-affected areas. Furthermore, the frequency and intensity of weather-induced hazards are 
expected to increase in the future due to climate change. With rapid urbanization, ASEAN will see a higher 
concentration of population and assets in vulnerable areas. These factors will raise the fiscal burden of ASEAN 
governments if current financial arrangements are not improved.37 

 

As a result, the post-2015 agenda for ASEAN on disaster management have to include programs that are in line 
with the priorities for action under the Sendai Framework and initiatives targeted on investing in building disaster 
resilience. By doing so, the US and ASEAN can move toward achieving a more comprehensive partnership on 
disaster management. 

“Since most ASEAN Member States are 
developing or middle-income 

countries, they need support through 
bilateral and multilateral channels to 

fully realize the objectives of the 
Sendai Framework and AADMER. Thus, 

ASEAN Dialogue Partners like the US 
will remain important partners in 

capacity-building efforts and as 
sources of financial and technical 

assistance and technology transfer.” 
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