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Southeast Asia has always been a hotspot for catastrophic natural disasters. Despite that his-
tory, instead of being proactive in implementing disaster relief measures, the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has been reactive, only making changes after major dis-
asters have forced such decisions. This paper analyzes how the organization has responded
to the most significant regional natural disasters since ASEAN’s first notable disaster relief
policy was implemented in 2003: the Boxing Day Tsunami and Cyclone Nargis. Through a
discussion of these events and the reaction of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations,
this paper argues that ASEAN’s disaster relief apparatus has, unfortunately, only been ex-
panded when new disasters demonstrated certain weaknesses, and thus, ASEAN still has
much room for growth in the realm of disaster management.
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This article focuses upon the measures that the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) has taken to address issues of natural disaster relief since 2003,
a topic that has received little attention from scholars but deserves much more.
Given Southeast Asia’s history of frequent and severe cyclones, earthquakes and
other disasters, as well as the fact that “scientific predictions and evidence indicates
that global climate change will increase the number of extreme events,” disaster
management will only become more significant to the region’s most substantial in-
ternational organization. Thus, in anticipation of a future where relief efforts will
consume an increasingly significant portion of the agenda for meetings between
member states, this article attempts to provide the background and an assessment
of ASEAN’s work on disaster management.! The overall aim of this article is to
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show that, despite attempts to create a credible framework for disaster relief in the
early years of the 21st century, it was only due to horrific natural disasters experi-
enced in first decade of the new millennia that ASEAN was able to establish a sub-
stantial disaster relief program. The scope is the past ten years of ASEAN’s history
- from 2003, when the first substantive attempt at creating a disaster relief appa-
ratus was undertaken, to 2013 - and the impact upon, and response of ASEAN, to
two particular types of natural disasters: earthquakes and tropical cyclones.

Accordingly, this article will comprise five sections. The first, the Introduction,
will provide background information on ASEAN and its track record on natural
disaster relief from its beginning in 1967 until 2003, when, as mentioned earlier,
the first concrete action was taken to address the problem. The second section will
begin with a chronological examination of ASEAN’s efforts at disaster relief since
2003, starting with the creation of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management
in early 2003, and ending just before the incredibly tragic Boxing Day Tsunami
in December 2004. The third section will discuss ASEAN’s response to the afore-
mentioned Tsunami, and the ensuing criticism from the international community
which provided most of the aid. This section will also detail further steps taken
to strengthen ASEAN cooperation on natural disaster relief from 2005 until 2008.
The fourth section will deal with Cyclone Nargis and ASEAN’s response, which
received more positive international attention. This section will also include the
subsequent steps that the organization has taken since then to improve its disaster
relief programs, but which are still insufficient. The fifth section, the Conclusion,
will evaluate the current state of ASEAN’s mechanisms for relief, and offer three
concrete policy recommendations to improve ASEAN’s efforts providing relief in a
future where extreme natural calamities will be not only more severe than present,
but also far more common.

1. Introduction: Background Information on ASEAN & Disaster
Management from 1967 to 2003

To properly understand the nature and effectiveness of ASEAN’scurrent protocols
for natural disasters, it is necessary to survey the history of the organization’s pro-
grams on this matter, because, throughout the 20th century, the internal structure
of ASEAN was so decentralized that it could not deal properly with the problem
of natural disasters.

ASEAN was founded on August 8th, 1967 in Bangkok, Thailand, with five
members: Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philip-
pines. The organization was founded explicitly for economic and sociocultural
reasons, but also for implicit regional security concerns. Despite Indonesia hav-
ing experienced an earthquake of 7.6 on the Richter scale that killed 71 people and
destroyed thousands of buildings just two years earlier, there was no mention of
disaster relief in the Bangkok Declaration that laid out the goals and purposes of
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ASEAN.However, in 1971, the organization created the ASEAN Experts Group on
Disaster Management (AEGDM), made up of politicians, scientists and other “ex-
pert[s from around the region gathered together] to explore the possibility of es-
tablishing an ASEAN combined operation against natural disasters.”? This marked
the first time ASEAN addressed the problem of natural disasters. Yet, the AEDGM
was only initially authorized to “explore the possibility” of creating a more pow-
erful sub-body to deal with disaster relief, rather than to provide any aid.> ASEAN
still did not discuss disaster relief in any of its landmark accords, thus negating
any sense of progress that the organization had achieved earlier with the AEGDM.

In fact, it would not be until nine years after its foundation that ASEAN men-
tioned disaster management in one of its major agreements, finally recognizing the
frequent earthquakes and cyclones sweeping through the region. This acknowl-
edgement was found in the Bali Concord, signed by the five members of ASEAN
on February 24th, 1976. In the Bali Concord, they agreed that ASEAN members
should “extend, within their capabilities, assistance for relief of member states
in distress,” based upon the recognition that “[n]atural disasters and other major
calamities can retard the pace of development of member states.”* Unfortunately,
this was still just one small part of a much longer declaration, and ended up be-
ing overshadowed by the plans for significant economic integration also contained
within the Bali Concord. In other words, ASEAN members may have made a broad
commitment to mutual aid and support during natural disasters, but considering
that the Bali Concord did not elaborate any further, there were no instructions on
just how to actualize such reciprocity.

Fortunately, that would soon follow. Five months later, the ASEAN Foreign
Ministers signed the Declaration on Mutual Assistance on Natural Disasters in
Manila on June 26th, 1976. Not only did this agreement reiterate the broad claim
made in Bali that there is “an urgent need for mutual assistance in the mitigation
of the effects of natural disasters,” but it actually attempted to create a framework
for doing so.” It asked the ASEAN states to increase the exchange of information,
specialists, medical supplies and other relevant items and personnel in the after-
math of natural disasters through internal governmental organizations.® However,
this framework was limited because it still did not elevate the role of the ASEAN
Experts Group.

The weakness of this framework was evident in the response to the Moro Gulf
Earthquake and Tsunami, which struck the Philippines on August 16th, 1976. Even
with the Bali Concord and the Declaration on Mutual Assistance on Natural Dis-
asters on the books, ASEAN member states still did not make a sizeable, unified
effort to aid the Philippines. Instead, Manila looked elsewhere for monetary and
other aid to provide relief for what theirthen-President called the “worst disas-
ter in our nation’s history, except [for] the Second World War.””Hence, the Philip-
pine recovery was largely financed by the United States rather than by ASEAN.
Soon after the disaster, the U.S. Senate unanimously passed a resolution “express-
ing full support for U.S. aid in the relief and rehabilitation of...the Philippines.”
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The Philippines also received aid from the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which
“promised approximately one million dollars for a relief of victims of the earth-
quake,” and kept its word.® It is important to point out that contemporary journal
and newspaper articles failed to mention the contribution of any ASEAN nation
to relief efforts following the Moro Gulf Earthquake and Tsunami, while they fre-
quently referenced efforts of the United States and the NAM to provide financial
and material support to the government in Manila.

In the years after 1976, further actions were taken to develop ASEAN’s disas-
ter management apparatus, but nearly all failed. For instance, in 1979 and 1992, the
role of AEGDM was “elevated” to try to increase cooperation on disaster relief but,
this promotion in theory did not work in practice.” This was because the group was
supposed to meet once every two years to provide guidance, issue recommenda-
tions and fulfill other duties, but the AEGDM often failed to meet even every two
years and barely played any role in the recovery and rehabilitation of nations reel-
ing from various natural disasters.10 In fact, between 1983 and 1989, the AEGDM
did not even meet. No reasons are explicitly given, but perhaps this is due to a
lack of adequate leadership. This is hardly surprising since non-intervention and
the avoidance of any policies that “might cut into the independence of member
countries” have been central philosophies of ASEAN from its beginning.!! As an
inspection of relief efforts in member states during the last two decades of the 20th
century illustrates, the “immediate internal arrangements to facilitate the transit
through their respective territories, of vessels, aircraft, authorized personnel, sup-
plies and equipment bound for the territory of a distressed Member Country,”
supposedly guaranteed by the 1976 agreement, never materialized.!? In fact, in the
records available, ASEAN member states are either at the bottom in terms of their
contribution to relief, or off the list entirely.

Two examples that demonstrate this are the recovery efforts following the
earthquake that struck Indonesia in December 1992, and Typhoon Linda, which
swept through Vietnam in November 1997. Both caused thousands of fatalities and
millions of dollars of damage in ASEAN nations, yet, their relief efforts received
little aid from other member states. In the first case, the earthquake that rocked
Indonesia in December 1992 measured 7.8 on the Richter scale and caused 2,500
fatalities, constituting a catastrophe by any measure.!® Given the aforementioned
pledges by ASEAN regarding natural disasters, it would have been expected that
the organization would support Indonesia during its recovery. Yet, according to
the United Nations (UN) Department of Humanitarian Affairs, with the exception
of Singapore, no ASEAN member contributed to the relief effort.* Instead, the Eu-
ropean Economic Community (present-day European Union), Japan, the Nether-
lands, Australia, and Italy comprised the top five donors to Indonesia after the 1992
earthquake. In the second case, in November 1997, Typhoon Linda made landfall in
Vietnam and caused the deaths of 3,111 people, inflicting over USD $300 million in
damages.!®> According to the UN, despite the fact that Vietnam “issued an appeal
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for international assistance on 8 November 1997,” none of its fellow ASEAN states
played a role in the relief effort.!® Just like in Indonesia, Western nations provided
the bulk of donations to Vietnam, with the United States, Russia, Switzerland and
France as the top four contributors. Not even Singapore, the most industrialized
state within ASEAN, and the only one that had sent aid to Indonesia in 1992, do-
nated to Vietnam.

This, along with the other aforementioned cases of disaster relief measures,
shows a breakdown in intra-ASEAN cooperation, and a failure of the translation
from principle into practice of bodies like the AEGDM throughout the 20th cen-
tury. The organization was plagued by its “normative framework,” which did
not “provide a way of responding to non-traditional threats posed by natural
disasters.”!” From the earthquake in the Moro Gulf in 1976 to the typhoon in Viet-
nam in 1997, ASEAN’s official responses to natural disasters affecting its member
states were often far from adequate. Each example mentioned above is similar in
that regard. The organization may have recognized the severity of these calamities
through its accords and the ‘working groups’ it created, but the Association did lit-
tle provide real, tangible relief. Perhaps because of these disappointments, ASEAN
turned a page and began a serious reconsideration and revision of its disaster relief
policy in the 21st century.

2. ASEAN’s Concerted Efforts in the 21st Century: New Relief
Frameworks

After suffering through twenty-five years of insufficient ASEAN cooperation on
disaster, the organization took concrete steps towards the establishment of a more
effective disaster relief mechanism in 2003. That year, ASEAN created the Commit-
tee on Disaster Management (ACDM), made up of top leaders within the respec-
tive national disaster management agencies of member states. There is a general
consensus amongst scholars of ASEAN that the ACDM was the first substantial ac-
tion taken to realize the goals of the 1976 Bali Concord and the Declaration on Mu-
tual Assistance on Natural Disasters. For instance, an ‘expert” with the AEGDM,
a former Director of External Relations with the ASEAN Secretariat, concluded
in separate journal articles that the “good intent and principles” of responding to
natural disasters that had been drafted in 1976 were “strengthened only in 2003
by the forming of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management.”!8 Even the
ASEAN Secretariat’s official website uses identical language, stating that “[t]he in-
stitutional mechanism [for disaster relief] (in the form of experts group) has existed
since the ‘70s but was only strengthened towards 2003 with the elevation of the ex-
perts group into a full-fledged committee.”!® Clearly, the ACDM was a watershed
moment in the attempt to create a viable disaster management program.
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What ASEAN achieved with the ACDM was an organization that “assumes
overall responsibility for coordinating and implementing” contingency plans re-
sponding to natural disasters.?? Not only did the ACDM bring together top offi-
cials from across the region, but it gave force to their conclusions, as the decla-
ration which formed the ACDM stated that “all decisions of the ACDM should
be endorsed by the ASEAN states.”?! Early on, it became evident that the ACDM
would be far more fruitful than the AEDGM in the 20th century. Not only was
it mandated to meet on an annual basis (as opposed to the AEDGM, which was
supposed to meet every two years, but often did not), the ACDM was more than
an advisory body. The chairman of the committee would oversee a sizeable bu-
reaucracy of “Working Groups,” including the old AEDGM, reorganizing them in
order to achieve “efficiency in the use of resources and successfully attain the ex-
pected outcomes” through an implementation of the ACDM’s policy goals.?? This
was demonstrated at the first meeting of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Man-
agement in December 2003, where the ACDM designed a high-profile, clear-cut
framework for the rest of the decade, the ASEAN Regional Program on Disaster
Management (ARPDM). The ARPDM outlined twenty-nine goals, prioritizing five
of them:

(i) Establishment of the ASEAN Response Action Plan;
(ii) Refresher Courses/Expertise Development;

(iii) ASEAN Disaster Information Sharing and Communication Network (ASEAN
DISCNet), i.e. Development of ACDM Website and NDMO Websites; and
Publication of ASEAN Disaster Management Information Network (ADMIN)
Newsletter;

(iv) Partnerships with Relevant Organisations and NGOs; and Mobilising Finan-
cial Support and Resources; and

(v) ASEAN Day for Disaster Management; and Enhancing Disaster Management
Public Education and Awareness Programmes.??

Unlike the attempts by ASEAN in the 1970s and 1980s, which called for coop-
eration that did not materialize, the ARPDM suggested aims that could be realisti-
cally achieved.

Through the rest of 2004, ASEAN worked to meet the goals of the ARPDM,
especially in the areas which received priority. Reflecting the increased attention,
ASEAN began to devote itself to the goal of a more credible response mechanism,
regional officials in the field of disaster management urged the ACDM in early
December to further “develop a regional instrument on disaster management and
emergency response.”?* What this demonstrated was twofold: first, it showed the
elevation of concerns about responding to natural calamities, and second, it indi-
cated that, despite the creation of the ACDM, there was still much work to be done.
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3. ASEAN’s Darkest Hour in Disaster Relief: Lessons Learned from
the Tsunami & New Disaster Relief Policies, 2005 - 2008

Unfortunately, another event occurred in December 2004 that proved that the
ACDM had still not ushered in more effective cooperation within ASEAN. On the
morning of December 26, 2004, an earthquake measuring 9.1-9.3 on the Richter
Scale struck the coast of Indonesia, spawning a tsunami that magnified damage
across the region, bringing death and destruction not only to Indonesia, the coun-
try closest to the epicenter, but also to the ASEAN nations of Thailand, Malaysia
and Myanmar.2® The Boxing Day Tsunami, as it has since become known, took an
unprecedented toll on the region, causing the deaths of 227,898 people, and cost-
ing at least USD $14 billion in economic, infrastructural and human development
losses.2 In the long term, it accelerated efforts towards the creation of a serious
disaster management plan that had begun with the ACDM in December 2003, as
part of an “unprecedented global momentum for reducing exposure to disaster
risk,” but in the short term, it demonstrated weaknesses of the year-old ACDM as
well as ASEAN’s general efforts at coordinating a regional emergency response.?”

According to many accounts, including the statements of leaders from its own
members, the reaction of ASEAN was unsatisfactory, despite beginning on an op-
timistic note. ASEAN member states met almost immediately after the disaster in
an attempt to find a workable path to cooperation which would serve those af-
fected by the earthquake and tsunami. On January 6th, 2005, the then-President of
Indonesia summoned the leaders of ASEAN and relevant non-governmental or-
ganizations to Jakarta to begin the “global response in assisting the national gov-
ernments cope” with the aftermath.?® The agreement reached in Jakarta called for
the mobilization, coordination and cooperation of ASEAN member states as well
as the international community to respond to the disaster. Although this put in
place what could have been a viable solution, capitalizing on the fact that some
states had already provided aid, such as Singapore’s immediate deployment of 700
Air Force and Civil Defence Force personnel for relief efforts and Malaysia’s dis-
patch of the ‘Special Malaysia Disaster Assistance and Rescue Team’ to Indonesia,
it soon became evident that these actions would become statistical outliers within
ASEAN’s overall response to the Indian Ocean Tsunami.?’

The then-Deputy Premier of Malaysiaphrased it best when, in front of the Or-
ganization of Islamic Cooperation, he called ASEAN’s disaster management plan
“slow or non-existent.”3? Even with the initial declaration of January 6th, 2005,
some scholars have concluded that ASEAN “showed its inability to cope with a
scenario such as after the tsunami” by deferring to the UN in disaster management
by “[r]equest[ing] the United Nations...mobilize the international community to
support the national relief.”! Furthermore, despite the damage that the Boxing
Day earthquake and tsunami inflicted upon four ASEAN states, aid from mem-
ber states of ASEAN was dwarfed by other sources of international monetary and
material relief. Of the USD $14 billion received through “a massive media-fueled
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appeal for humanitarian assistance to the tsunami victims” across the globe, in-
cluding to ASEAN nations, only the governments of the Kingdom of Cambodia
and the Kingdom of Thailand provided an official contribution according to the
Financial Tracking Service of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Hu-
manitarian Affairs (UNOCHA).3? The meager amount of those financial contribu-
tions, measured at USD $10,000 and $730,000 respectively, shows the failure of the
ACDM to realize its goal of “[m]obilising financial support and resources,” espe-
cially given that these were the only financial contributions from ASEAN member
states to a relief effort that garnered billions of dollars.3* Although the aforemen-
tioned UNOCHA report highlighted non-financial contributions ‘in kind” from a
greater number of ASEAN members, including Malaysia, Brunei, Thailand, and
the Philippines, once again, those efforts were overshadowed by commitments
from the rest of the world, which is a depressing assessment of the organization’s
disaster management policies given the significant threat to ASEAN interests that
the Boxing Day Earthquake and Tsunami constituted.3* Even the then-ASEAN
Secretary-General concluded that “we have not made the best use of” existing
“technology and resources” in response to the disaster.>> Clearly, there was a con-
sensus among ASEAN leaders and academics that the organization could have
done more in its response. This weakness “was arguably serious enough to re-
mind ASEAN of the necessity to take some kind of joint action in the future” to
achieve an effective framework to respond to natural calamities that had eluded
the organization in its attempts prior to December 2004.3

Due to the problems revealed by the relief process, strengthening and reor-
ganizing disaster management mechanisms became an urgent priority. Therefore,
the organization staged its first joint disaster drill in September 2005. Despite some
problems, the drill, which involved over 200 personnel from all ASEAN member
states, “helped...better understand what are the impediments” and fix those so as
to “avoid difficulties” while coordinating dozens of teams from different nations.*”
This drill became an annual exercise as well, repeated in the years since 2005 at dif-
ferent locations across the region, from Cambodia in 2006 to West Java in 2011.3
These exercises continue to improve cooperation, and enhance “ASEAN’s capacity
for disaster relief operations.”%

Beyond the regular physical manifestation of cooperation on disaster manage-
ment through the aforementioned exercises, ASEAN has also strengthened its leg-
islative agreements on the issue, keeping with the trend begun by the ACDM in
2003. At meetings of the ACDM in March and June 2005, leaders in the field of
disaster management concluded that a more comprehensive and obligatory plan
was needed to yield a response better than the “captivatingly insufficient” one
by ASEAN to respond to the tsunami, which, though strong in theory, was weak
in practice.** Thus, on July 26, 2005, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers from mem-
ber states signed the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency
Response (AADMER). The AADMER is unique in that it represents “an agree-
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ment that binds Asian states together to address disaster risk reduction and im-
prove their preparedness for response.”#! It contains extensive provisions in ar-
eas like risk identification and monitoring, preparedness and joint emergency re-
sponse, all under the umbrella of the newly-created ASEAN Co-ordinating Centre
for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA). This international body aims at “facilitating
co-operation and co-ordination among the Parties,” which is what ASEAN failed
to do in 2005.*2

Although the AADMER was not approved by all ASEAN nations until 2009, it
still illustrates the significant steps the organization was willing to take to estab-
lish an effective disaster relief mechanism. It was the final step on a trajectory that
began following a perceived weakness in the response to one of the largest nat-
ural disasters to ever affect Southeast Asia. That aid from ASEAN states to those
nations affected by the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami were vastly outnumbered by
donations from the international community is symbolic of the organization’s in-
adequacies. It was “difficult for developing countries to arrange for effective co-
operation,” and ASEAN suffered accordingly.*>The regrets of the leaders quoted
earlier in this section make that reality clear. Fortunately for those affected by this
tragedy, the international community was able to provide immense relief, because
ASEAN certainly could not. The organization could only watch as other sources
played a “more significant role” in the relief efforts.**This disappointment sparked
significant changes, most notably the signing of AADMER in 2006. And, as will be
seen in the following section, it was partly due to these policiesthatthere was a ma-
jordifference in ASEAN'’s response when the next major natural disaster, Cyclone
Nargis, struck Myanmar on May 2", 2008.

4. ASEAN’s Disaster Management from Cyclone Nargis to the
Present

The AADMER, though not technically in force during the Nargis recovery, would
prove to be a major reason why ASEAN did not encounter much of the criticism it
received in 2005 after the Boxing Day Tsunami. Instead of being “hardly ever men-
tioned in media reports on immediate relief efforts” as in 2005, UNOCHA even
concluded that “[t]he role of ASEAN...has been critical in ensuring effective co-
ordination of international assistance” to Myanmar.** The response to Nargis has
“served as an important lesson for the organization to enhance further cooperation
in disaster relief among member states,” therein beginning a trend of much more
effective response to natural disasters.*®

Cyclone Nargis, a category-four tropical cyclone, made landfall in Myanmar
on May 2", 2008. It swept through southern Myanmar’s Irrawaddy Delta, also
known as the “granary of Myanmar,” causing billions in damage and killing hun-
dreds of thousands of people, not to mention disrupting the economy of an already
fragile state.*” ASEAN’s own estimates stated that “[a]pproximately 140,000 peo-
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ple were killed or unnacounted for following the Cyclone” and that “[o]ne third of
the inhabitants of Ayeyarwady and Yangon Divisions — 2.4 million people — were
affected.”4®

Especially given the nature of Myanmar’s government, which is well-known
for its “refusal to accept foreign aid,” ASEAN served as an important link be-
tween the international community and Myanmar during Nargis.*’ As an orga-
nization that not only counted Myanmar as a member, but had fostered close con-
nections with its leaders in Naypyidaw, ASEAN “took the lead in breaking down
the communication and trust barriers that were preventing the flow of aid and in-
ternational relief workers into the country.”* This contrasted with reactions to the
Tsunami disaster in 2005, when ASEAN simply deferred much of its responsibility
to the UN.

Three days after Nargis struck Myanmar, the then-ASEAN Secretary-General
appealed to all member states “to provide urgent relief assistance through the
framework of the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Relief [AADMER].”?! Unlike
2005, however, when ASEAN leaders made similar promises and appeals just a
week after the earthquake and tsunami, this speech was actually followed by con-
crete action. Over the next few months, the Secretary-General led an effort that
“won the respect of many in the international community,” doing whatever he
could through existing protocols such as AADMER, as well as through the cre-
ation of several ad hoc organizations to facilitate the flow of aid to Myanmar.>?

Within a week, ASEAN had already dispatched an ‘Emergency Rapid Assess-
ment Team,” met with leaders of relevant international organizations like the World
Bank or IMF to organize aid packages for Myanmar and summoned a Special
Meeting of Foreign Ministers in Singapore. First (and foremost in terms of im-
portance), that meeting accomplished the difficult goal of reaching an agreement
with representatives from Naypyidaw whereby “Myanmar will accept interna-
tional assistance.”>? Additionally, it created a new, ASEAN-led organization, the
ASEAN Humanitarian Task Force (AHTF) to “provide policy decisions and estab-
lish the priorities and targets with regard to the implementation of this ASEAN-led
initiative.”>* The AHTF, in turn, created the Tripartite Core Group (TCG) located in
Yangon, which would operate on the ground in Myanmar and be comprised of rep-
resentatives from ASEAN, the government of Myanmar, and the United Nations.
Whereas the AHTF would serve as “a diplomatic body,” the TCG would coordi-
nate and “facilitate day-to-day operations.” In other words, the AHTF would set
overall goals for relief efforts, coordinating with international bodies like the World
Bank or Red Cross, while the TCG would focus on achieving the priorities of the
AHTF, for example, ensuring that visas and transportation could be acquired for
aid workers.?®

The events that followed the creation of the AHTF and the TCG in May 2008
were substantial relief efforts for Myanmar, and due to that, indications of suc-
cess for ASEAN on the issue of disaster management cooperation. Not only did all
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member states pledge some amount of monetary aid (such as Cambodia’s contri-
bution of USD $50,000 or Singapore’s donation of USD $200,000) as well as non-
financial assistance, but the AHTF and TCG continued to meet throughout the
recovery effort in order to adapt to Myanmar’s short-term, intermediate, and long-
term needs.”” The TCG even drafted the Post-Nargis Joint Assessment (PONJA),
a “massive multi-stakeholder joint assessment effort involving the Myanmar gov-
ernment, ASEAN, the UN, international financial institutions and INGOs [Interna-
tional Non-governmental Organizations].”58 What the PONJA accomplished was
the quantification of Myanmar’s needs by estimating as precisely as possible the
toll of Cyclone Nargis and the cost of recovery efforts. The statistics from PONJA
were used to guide ASEAN’s Pledging Conference for Myanmar in late May, and
enabled that conference to succeed in eliciting donations from the international
community.>

What theNargis reliefefforts, spearheaded by ASEAN,should demonstrate is
how, the organization was able to, in the words of its Secretary-General, “bring
the world to Myanmar in spite of everything.”®® Without ASEAN, there proba-
bly would have been no international relief effort, let alone one as monumental
as that staged by the AHTF and the TCG. The institution managed to open one
of the most isolated and vilified regimes on the planet to over USD $300 million
in monetary aid as well to hundreds of foreign aid workers. While other nations
and groups attempted to provide aid, it was only “following...the organization
of a relief effort coordinated by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations that
supplies began to flow more freely and foreign aid workers were allowed greater
access.”® Leaders of the government of Myanmar themselves even praised the
ASEAN response to Cyclone Nargis. For instance, Myanmar’s Deputy Foreign
Minister said that “ASEAN has played a critical role in providing a political um-
brella under an ASEAN-led mechanism as well as in the success of [the] Tripartite
Core Group.”®? Based on this feedback, as well as the obvious contrasts between
2008 and 2005, one can conclude that ASEAN had certainly improved its disaster
policy, and achieved a considerable degree of success in this field. As explained
above, ASEAN became a largely effective apparatus through which the rest of the
world could funnel vital supplies and other donations.Nargis “presented an op-
portunity to ASEAN” to make progress in cooperation on disaster relief.®> And it
was one opportunity that the organization certainly capitalized upon.

These types of achievements have only continued in the time since. As the Spe-
cial Envoy for the ASEAN Secretary-General to post-Nargis recovery in Myanmar
stated, the lesson learned was that “donors will come if you have a very strong
structure.”®* Because of the effective organizations that ASEAN had created to
help Myanmar, its efforts were hailed as a success. Thus, the reforms and addi-
tions since 2008 have all dealt with increasing the power and expanding the role of
disaster management organs within ASEAN.
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Most significantly, on September 14, 2009, the Philippines” Senate approved
the AADMER. Although the AADMER had been in existence since 2005, it was
not until the end of 2009, ten weeks after ratification by Manila, that the agreement
became legally-binding. What followed the final passage of the AADMER was the
creation of a new Work Programme for 2010 to 2015, one that would replace the
ARPDM and “substantially reduce loss of life and damage to economic, social,
physical and environmental assets of ASEAN member states.”®> The AADMER set
up a regional system of early warning and monitoring, improved national plans
for disaster risk reduction, and further increased cooperation to achieve “a more
effective and timely relief and response strategy.”® Additionally, it called for the
creation of the ASEAN Disaster Management and Emergency Relief Fund, the first
such instance in ASEAN history of direct revenue explicitly for the purpose of
disaster relief.

The AADMER has served to coordinate and organize ASEAN’s response to
natural disasters unlike any pact between its members in the past. Not only did
the AADMER establish working groups under the ACDM devoted to prepared-
ness, risk assessment, prevention and recovery, but it equipped ASEAN with an
operational arm, the AHA, that had its own source of revenue.®” This gave the
organization much more power to provide substantial assistance to nations suffer-
ing from natural disasters. In the time since the passage of AADMER, ASEAN has
demonstrated these strengthened abilities. Fortunately, there have not been any
disasters as severe as Cyclone Nargis or the Boxing Day Earthquake and Tsunami
to truly test the strength of ASEAN’s response mechanisms, but, in cases of mi-
nor hurricanes and earthquakes, it is evident that ASEAN is better equipped now.
For example, when an earthquake that measured 8.6 on the Richter scale struck
off the coast of Indonesia in April 2012, “all tsunami-detecting devices in the In-
dian Ocean worked well and all capitals were on alert,” and ASEAN’s ability to
signal leaders to get locals to higher ground in time through the early warning
systems envisioned by AADMER elicited “praise for their effectiveness.”®® What
AADMER, as well as the discussion of the Nargis response mentioned earlier in
this section, is representative of is a much more empowered structural and or-
ganizational framework that has been put in place in the years since the Boxing
Day Tsunami which ASEAN can now use to address natural disasters. Successes
have been evident in Myanmar and many other smaller instances. Because of this,
instead of the criticism and lamentation on disaster relief that ASEAN received
for much of its history, scholars now make conclusions such as “ASEAN rose to
the challenge,” or ASEAN “took a bold step by proactively assuming a leadership
role,” which is nothing less than a drastic change in tone.®” The story of the past
five years verify that these claims are grounded in reality, and, hopefully for the
member states of ASEAN, are only the beginning of a greater pattern of effective
response to natural calamities.
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5. Conclusion: Despite Massive Gains, a Work in Progress

In conclusion, ASEAN’s disaster management apparatus has entered the sec-
ond decade of the 21% century as a good example of a “new model of humani-
tarian partnership.””? It has pioneered a form of cooperation amongst its mem-
bers balanced between the ASEAN principle of non-interference and the authority
required for a viable disaster management framework. ASEAN learned from its
mistakes in 2005 following the Boxing Day earthquake and tsunami, and applied
those lessons to the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis in 2008 and to the development
of ASEAN’s most ambitious plan yet, the AADMER. Yet, the association’s poli-
cies are by no means perfect, and there remain several issues that ASEAN must
address in order to avoid difficulty during future natural disasters, the severity
and frequency of which will increase if current ecological trends continue. Accord-
ingly,this paper provides three specific recommendations for policy improvements
based upon the problems highlighted in the preceding four sections that ASEAN
experienced while responding to natural disasters in the past.The following is cer-
tainly not an exhaustive list, but offers a strong starting point for the organization,
if heeded, precisely because it focuses on issues that have often appeared when
ASEAN dealt with significant natural disasters in the past. First, certain member
states must do away with their reluctance about accepting aid, both from inside
and outside of ASEAN. While aid may go against the “norm of non-interference,
which is universally regarded as the centre-piece of the so-called “ASEAN Way’
of regionalism,” refusing such aid only serves to magnify damage and hinder the
atmosphere of cooperation the AADMER is trying to establish.”! The poster child
of this habit is the government of Myanmar, which refused aid entirely after the
2004 earthquake and tsunami, stating that it “was able to cope with the catastro-
phe by itself,” and only accepted help with conditions after Cyclone Nargis due to
the pestering by the ASEAN Secretariat.”> However, Myanmar is not alone. An-
other, more recent, example is the Kingdom of Thailand. In 2011, Thailand refused
to ask for international help following flooding in Northern and Central Thailand,
which meant “difficulties in providing assistance” to the areas devastated by the
floods.”3 If ASEAN’s own members continue this kind of stubbornness, the orga-
nization will only be able to go so far in creating a disaster response mechanism.
Member states need to realize that it is not only acceptable, but beneficial, to receive
aid from ASEAN and other international sources. Nations that have opened up to
ASEAN and international assistance, such as Vietham and Cambodia in 2011 and
2012, have be able to recover quickly, and return to normalcy faster than those that
do not. Furthermore, due to the “increasing trend in natural calamities,” ASEAN
members cannot afford to refuse foreign aid.”*

Second, ASEAN must continue to adapt to the specific kinds of needs its mem-
ber states require during recovery. A good first step was taken with PONJA during
the Nargis recovery, which carefully analyzed the situation on the ground and pro-
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vided for specific recommendations in terms of monetary as well as tangible aid.
Presently, the missing factor often discussed by scholars of the region is the avail-
ability of ASEAN-sponsored Urban Search and Rescue teams that can be deployed
quickly and effectively to nations impacted by disaster. As of 2012, “only Indone-
sia, Malaysia and Singapore maintain official USAR agencies,” which are insuffi-
cient for the region given the frequency of earthquakes and typhoons in Southeast
Asia.”> ASEAN would be wise to establish similar programs for all members under
the AADMER to facilitate immediate training and institute a program that would
increase self-reliance within ASEAN in times of natural disasters.

Third, ASEAN member states need to continue to strengthen the structures
and policies set in place by the AADMER, as well as to increase their own willing-
ness to contribute to the recovery efforts in the aftermath of natural disasters. As
discussed earlier, the two main reasons why the response to Cyclone Nargis was
thought to be successful were structures like the AHTF and the TCG, and Myan-
mar’s willingness to open up to an ASEAN-led recovery effort. Current trends in
disaster management seem to be following this pattern, as the AADMER not only
constituted a binding agreement, but allowed for the creation of “a fund... for the
implementation of” AADMER.”® However, if ASEAN truly wants to improve its
disaster management capabilities, it should make contributions to the AADMER
fund mandatory. Just as the creation of the Fund for ASEAN in 1969 added to the
power and legitimacy of the region organization by requiring that “[e]Jach mem-
ber country shall initially contribute to the Fund an amount equivalent to USD
$1 million,” a mandatory donation by each member state to the AADMER fund
would expand the scale and scope of ASEAN’s natural disaster relief operations,
saving it from reliance upon reluctant national governments or the international
community.”” At the very least, it would mean an end to the frequent scholarly
verdicts along the lines of “ASEAN’s disaster management remains questionable
due to a secretariat that is financially challenged.””®

Yet, despite these areas for improvement, much can be applauded about
ASEAN’s current programs for disaster management, certainly when compared
to the rudimentary framework of the 20" century. Sub-organizations have been
created, strengthened, and tested, improving and adapting with each new disas-
ter. ASEAN is moving in the right direction, and a strategy is falling into place
more apt to take on whatever natural disaster may occur next.
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