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Executive Summary 

Between July and October 2011, a succession of cyclones, tropical storms and 
intense monsoonal rains across Southeast Asia resulted in the worst flooding in the 
region in more than a decade.  In Thailand, more than 14m people in 65 provinces 
were affected; in Cambodia, more than a million people in 18 provinces.  By the time 
the flood waters began to recede, more than 20m people across the region, including 
10m children, had been affected. 

In both Thailand and Cambodia, as throughout the region, the capacity of national 
governments to respond to disasters has increased in recent years.   Both countries 
have national disaster management organisations and, to varying degrees, 
legislative/regulatory and policy frameworks for disaster management.  But in the 
2011 floods response, adherence to these frameworks proved challenging.  In 
Thailand, an ad hoc body was established to oversee the management of flood relief 
operations, leaving the Department of Disaster Preparedness and Mitigation (DDPM) 
with a supporting role.  In Cambodia, the National Committee for Disaster 
Management (NCDM) declined to assume the leadership role that it had in the past 
vis-à-vis international actors, citing lack of resources and in some cases referencing 
the absence of a formal government appeal for international assistance.   

Consistent with emerging regional practice, neither the Thai nor Cambodian 
governments made a formal appeal for international assistance.  But both 
governments made it clear that they would welcome assistance, and post-floods, a 
number of requests were made by various government ministries and departments 
to international agencies.  This should have been sufficient to enable international 
actors to step in and provide targeted support to complement national capacities so 
as to ensure a fast, effective humanitarian response.  Instead, it gave rise to some 
uncertainty amongst international actors, and in some cases also amongst national 
disaster management authorities, regarding roles and responsibilities.  Many donor 
policies state that humanitarian assistance will be provided on the basis of an appeal; 
and most international humanitarian leadership and coordination structures also 
assume the existence of a formal appeal.  The uncertainty that this created in the 
response to the 2011 floods resulted in a slower, less efficient response to those in 
need of humanitarian assistance, and highlights the need for tools and guidelines 
tailored to suit this ‘welcome but not request’ scenario.      

The Asia-Pacific region is the most disaster-prone region in the world.  Floods occur 
more often than any other type of disaster, and in recent decades have increased in 
frequency as well as severity of impact.  The risk will likely be further amplified in the 
coming decades due to the effects of climate change.  In this context, there is a 
growing imperative to ensure that disaster management systems are fit for purpose,  
and that capacities at all levels – national, regional and international – are maximised 
so that when a disaster does occur, aid is provided where it is needed, when it is 
needed, to those who need it most. 

Recommendations to the Royal Thai Government 

1. Provide the DDPM with sufficient financial, technical and human resources at 
national level and below to respond to large-scale disasters; and empower the 
DDPM to fulfil its responsibilities as the ‘central government unit to operate any 
related activities on national disaster prevention and mitigation’.     
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2. Insert a provision in the revised NDPMP to clearly establish the DDPM as the 
central government agency for the coordination of international humanitarian 
assistance, and include protocols for requesting, receiving and coordinating such 
assistance.      

3. Ensure that the revised NDPMP articulates the roles and responsibilities of the 
range of national government and non-government actors involved in disaster 
response.   

4. Strengthen the capacity of national government and non-government actors to 
respond to the needs of vulnerable groups in times of disaster.   

To the Royal Government of Cambodia  

5. The approval of the Draft Law on Disaster Management should be expedited, 
and followed by a program of awareness-raising within the CDMs and related 
government institutions regarding the new Law, and particularly the 
coordinating role of the CDMs vis-à-vis international actors.   

6. The budget allocated annually to the NCDM should be sufficient to cover 
operational costs as well as disaster preparedness, mitigation and response 
activity.     

Recommendations to the ASEAN Secretariat  

7. Work with member states to raise awareness amongst government agencies, 
ministries and departments engaged in disaster response, as well as amongst 
non-government actors (national and international) regarding ASEAN 
humanitarian response mechanisms.     

8. Work with member states to further strengthen the capacity, and potentially 
expand the scope, of the ERAT so as to maximise its potential.   

9. Explore further partnerships with civil society organisations in member states so 
as to maximise the relevance and impact of ASEAN humanitarian response 
mechanisms.      

Recommendations to NGOs 

10. Continue to support national disaster management organisations with disaster 
preparedness initiatives, including support for contingency planning at sub-
national level.           

11. Establish (or strengthen) NGO humanitarian coordination mechanisms that can 
be scaled-up in the event of a disaster, engage in inter-agency contingency 
planning, and strengthen NGO linkages with UN and government humanitarian 
focal points.          

12. In collaboration with national disaster management authorities, local 
administrative authorities and civil society organisations, explore possibilities for 
utilising innovative technologies for carrying out needs assessments.   

Recommendations to UN OCHA 

13. Work with the Inter-Agency Standing Committee to develop tools and guidelines 
for humanitarian leaders Humanitarian/Resident Coordinators, Humanitarian 
Country Teams (HCTs), Disaster Management Teams (DMTs) and cluster-lead 
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agencies on the use of international humanitarian response mechanisms in the 
event that international assistance is welcomed but not formally requested.   

14. Support HCTs/DMTs and cluster lead agencies to develop inter-agency 
contingency plans that reflect ways of working in the absence of formal 
activation of the international humanitarian system.       

15. Continue to explore opportunities for further collaboration with and support to 
ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms, particularly the ASEAN Coordinating 
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance, in line with the ASEAN-UN Strategic Plan of 
Action on Disaster Management.   

Recommendations to Donors 

16. To better facilitate the provision of aid where and when it is needed, review 
assistance policies and consider whether there is sufficient flexibility to allow 
assistance to be provided where this is ‘welcomed but not requested’; and if 
such flexibility does not exist, consider re-wording policies accordingly.   

17. Continue efforts to strengthen capacities of national disaster management 
organisations, as well as regional mechanisms for the coordination of 
humanitarian assistance.   

 

 

      

Family purchasing food from a mobile shop in Omal village, Batheay district, Kampong 
Cham province, Cambodia 
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1.  Introduction  

Between July and October 2011, a succession of cyclones, tropical storms and 
monsoonal rains across the Philippines, 
Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos 
resulted in the worst flooding in the 
region in more than a decade.   
Exacerbated to varying degrees by poor 
water resources management and 
deforestation, the flooding caused more 
than 1000 deaths, millions of people 
displaced and billions of dollars in 
economic damage.  By the time the 
flood waters began to recede in 
December 2011, more than 20m people 
across the region – including 10m 
children – had been affected.1     

Not one of the affected governments 
made a formal, public appeal for 
international assistance.  But they 
nonetheless recognised that the scale of 
need outstripped national response 
capacities, and indicated that 
international assistance was welcome.  
This ‘welcome but not request’ 
approach – which in the past few years 
has become the norm across Southeast 
Asia even in large-scale disasters2 –  
should have been sufficient to enable 
international actors to step in and 
provide targeted support to 
complement national capacities so as to 
ensure a fast, effective humanitarian 
response.  Instead, it gave rise to 
considerable uncertainty amongst 
international actors, and in some cases 
also amongst national disaster 
management authorities, regarding 
roles and responsibilities.  This had 
implications for the leadership and 
coordination of the response, and in turn, for the collective ability of national, 
regional and international actors to measure effectiveness.  The result was a 
humanitarian response that was neither as efficient in responding to needs, nor as 
accountable to those receiving assistance, as it could otherwise have been.   

As monsoonal and typhoon floods become more frequent and more intense, and 
with the number of people vulnerable to such disasters increasing, there is a growing 
imperative to ensure that disaster management mechanisms are fit for purpose.  
This is nowhere more important than in the ASEAN region – faced with rapidly 
increasing disaster risk, while simultaneously undergoing significant political, social 
and economic shifts.  

Impact of the 2011 Floods  

Philippines 

 >4m people in 7 regions (35 
provinces) affected 

 >700,000 required assistance 
 

Thailand 

 Widespread flooding commencing 
July in the wake of tropical storm 
Nock Ten 

 14m people in 65 provinces affected 

 Estimated total damage and loss 
$US45bn 

 
Cambodia 

 Flash flooding in late September - 
early October 

 1.5m people in 18 provinces/ 
municipalities affected 

 51,950 people displaced  

 266,000 hectares of rice crop 
damaged 

 Estimated total damage and loss 
US$500m 

 
Vietnam 

 600,000 people in 7 provinces 
affected 

 Almost 13,000 people evacuated due 
to flooding and landslides 

 Almost 30,000 hectares of crop 
damaged 
 

Laos  

 340,000 people in 12 provinces 
affected 

 64 hectares of rice fields affected 
 
Consolidated information from: UN OCHA 
(Philippines); UN Country Team in Thailand; 
World Bank (Thailand); FAO (Vietnam and 
Laos); IFRC (Vietnam and Laos); UN in 
Cambodia; and the NCDM (Cambodia).  
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At the international level, these challenges are garnering increased attention.  In 
October 2011, participants at the Humanitarian Partnerships Workshop in Shanghai 
recognised the need to ‘better understand where and how Member States, national 
and international humanitarian organisations … may most effectively collaborate to 
ensure optimal preparedness and response to disasters’, and made a series of 
recommendations to the OCHA Asia/Pacific Regional Office aimed at enhancing 
‘cooperation and coordination between national authorities and regional and 
international humanitarian assistance providers’.  In November 2011, ASEAN leaders 
tasked the ASEAN Secretary General to ‘make recommendations on possible areas of 
cooperation in flood prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery and 
rehabilitation among ASEAN and between ASEAN and its partners’.3  

In the context of these current processes of review, this paper reflects on the 
humanitarian response to the floods in Thailand and Cambodia in 2011, with 
particular attention to the issue of coordination and collaboration between national, 
regional and international actors.  The paper concludes with recommendations 
aimed at maximising capacities at all levels to ensure that in the event of disaster, aid 
is not held up unnecessarily by bureaucracy or politics, but rather is provided where 
it is needed, when it is needed, to those who need it most.  

 

Methodology  
 

In addition to Save the Children’s own programming experience in responding to the floods 
in Thailand and Cambodia, the reflections and recommendations in this report are based 
on key informant interviews conducted in Thailand and Cambodia over the course of four 
weeks in April – May 2012.  Over 50 stakeholders were interviewed, including staff of 
national and international NGOs, a range of government agencies, ministries and 
departments at national and subnational level, the International Federation of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies as well as the Thai and Cambodian Red Cross, donors, 
UN agencies and ASEAN.       
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2. The Context  

Floods in Thailand and Cambodia 

The floods in Thailand were the worst in fifty years.  The flooding began in late July in 
the wake of tropical storm Nock Ten, with widespread flooding in the northern and 
north-eastern provinces.  The floodwaters made their way slowly through the central 
plains and towards Bangkok, and in mid-October the government diverted the 
waters to the east and west to protect the inner-city.  Sixty-five out of 77 provinces, 
and more than 14m people, were affected.4  Almost 50,000 people were 
accommodated in temporary evacuation centres, and 800,000 in industrial areas 
alone lost their primary source of income.5  The floods imposed an enormous toll on 
Thailand’s economy, entirely inundating some of the country’s main industrial zones 
and destroying an estimated 10,000 factories.  Total damage and loss was estimated 
at $US45bn, making the floods the most expensive natural disaster the country has 
ever experienced.6  The economic impact was felt throughout the region, triggering a 
‘major supply shock’ and reducing forecasted regional GDP growth by an estimated 
nine per cent.7  

The impact of the floods in Cambodia was equally severe, with less significant 
damage to the national economy but a nonetheless significant impact on household 
livelihoods.  More than a million people in 18 provinces were affected, and 46,000 
displaced.8  At the peak of the disaster in November, an estimated 250,000 people 
were in need of humanitarian assistance,9 and hundreds of thousands more required 
support to restore damaged livelihoods.  The floods struck just prior to the rice 
harvesting season, and farmers lost more than 260,000 hectares of rice along with 
essential livestock.10  Rice prices rose by 30 per cent and vegetable prices by as much 
as 100 per cent, placing considerable strain on communities already suffering from 
food insecurity and malnutrition.11  Many landowners incurred significant debt, while 
landless farmers were forced to migrate due to the reduced availability of labour 
opportunities in the agricultural sector.12  The situation presented particular risks for 
children, who are vulnerable to being taken out of school and pushed into work 
when families are under financial stress, or being left behind with relatives when 
their parents migrate.13  

The regional context 

The Asia-Pacific region is the most disaster-prone region in the world, accounting for 
around 45 per cent of the world’s natural disasters.14  In 2011 the region was 
particularly hard hit, suffering almost half the world’s disasters at a cost of nearly 
US$300bn.15  Floods occur more frequently than any other type of disaster, and over 
the past two decades have increased in frequency as well as severity of impact.16  
Asia is particularly vulnerable, due to its already high exposure to floods (Asia is 
home to 90 per cent of the global population exposed to floods), high population 
density, and the high vulnerability of particular social groups.17  The risk is expected 
to be amplified in the coming decades due to the effects of climate change, 
specifically rising sea levels, changing local rainfall patterns and increased frequency 
of storms.18  
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In terms of the scale and nature of disasters, 2011 was in many respects 
unprecedented.  In addition to the Southeast Asia floods which caused extensive 
damage throughout low- and middle-income countries alike, 2011 saw one-in-a-
hundred-year-floods in Australia, an earthquake in New Zealand, floods, storms, 
droughts and fires in the US, and a devastating earthquake/tsunami in Japan.  From 
this series of disasters, a number of things became apparent.  Firstly, that the 
countries likely to be the most severely affected by disasters in economic terms are 
not necessarily the least developed, and in fact research shows that it is middle-
income countries (MICs) that are the most economically vulnerable, because poor 
countries have less to lose, while rich ones are better able to cope.19  The 
implications of this are global in reach: in the aftermath of the Thailand floods for 
example, the Japanese automotive industry announced that it was losing 6,000 units 
of production each day, at a cost of more than US$500m per month.20  Secondly, that 
while high- and middle-income countries do for the most part have the resources to 
manage their own disasters, they are nevertheless confronted with an influx of offers 
of assistance from concerned governments, private companies and regional and 
international organisations, in many cases without an appropriate legislative or 
regulatory framework to manage such assistance.  And finally, that even where 
governments do have the resources to manage the response, issues of inequality in 
access to assistance, in particular for the most vulnerable, can and do arise 
regardless of a country’s income status. 
 
Over the last few decades, ASEAN nations have made enormous strides towards the 
eradication of poverty.  Seven out of 10 have now achieved middle-income (or 
‘lower-middle income’) status.21  But in contrast to the ‘growth with equity’ pattern 
that characterised economic growth in the 1960s and 1970s, the last two decades 
have seen an increase in inequality throughout the region.22  With the number of 
people exposed to extreme weather events set to increase, and with the poor likely 
to be disproportionately affected by such events, this inequality is at risk of being 
compounded.  The capacity of national, regional and international actors to prepare 
for and respond to disasters in a manner that meets the needs of the most 
vulnerable will be critical in ensuring that this trend of rising inequality is reversed, 
not exacerbated.   
 

Disaster Risk in Asia  

 Between 1980-1989 and 1999-2009, the number of disaster events reported globally 
increased by 130%.  Between 1980 and 2009, 45% of all reported disasters were in 

Asia Pacific. 

 In 2011, the Asia Pacific region suffered almost half the world’s disasters at a cost of 
nearly $300bn.  In Southeast Asia alone, 176m people were affected. 

 Across the Asia Pacific region over the past decade, more than 20m people were 
affected annually by natural disasters.  This was 90% of the global total.  East and 
North-East Asia, and South and South-West Asia, accounted for 94% of all those 

affected by natural disasters throughout the region.  

 The number of people living in flood-prone areas has increased by 114% over the past 

three decades.    

 Asia is home to 90% of the world’s population vulnerable to floods.  

 People living in poor quality, overcrowded housing in slums or other informal 
settlements in urban areas are particularly vulnerable.  Asia is home to more than half 

the world’s urban population and by 2050 will have an urban population of around 
3.4bn.  

Consolidated information from: UN Habitat, UN ESCAP, UN ISDR; the International Bank of 
Reconstruction and Development / International Development Association, and UN OCHA.  
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The increasing disaster risk facing low-, 
middle- and high-income countries alike, 
coupled with rising inequality in the 
world’s most disaster prone region, 
presents a challenge for international 
donors whose development policies 
have traditionally prioritised low-income 
countries.23  Average incomes have 
always been a poor indicator of poverty, 
and thus the low-middle-high income 
continuum has always been problematic 
as a criterion for development aid.  But 
the changing geography of poverty in 
recent decades has made the question 
of the role of aid in MICs more 
pertinent: the proportion of the world’s 
poor living in MICs has increased from 
just over five per cent to over 75 per 
cent.24  It is thus imperative that 
humanitarian assistance mechanisms be 
sufficiently flexible to enable 
governments in all regions to provide 
and receive aid regardless of income 
status.  
 
National and regional disaster management capacities in the Asian region have 
increased in recent years.  All Asian governments have their own disaster 
management organisations and some form of legislative or regulatory framework for 
disaster management; ASEAN now has a regionally binding agreement for disaster 
management in addition to a centre for coordinating humanitarian assistance 
between member states; and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
is exploring the potential for greater cooperation in disaster management.  These 
developments reflect not only an increase in capacity, but an increased recognition 
of the importance of disaster management.  And corresponding with these 
developments has been an increased awareness that the international humanitarian 
system is far from perfect.  Asian Governments witnessed the response to the 2004 
Indian Ocean Tsunami, and more recently the response to the 2010 earthquake in 
Haiti, and understandably wish to avoid another such ‘free for all’ in which hundreds 
of international agencies of varying credentials compete for space with limited 
government oversight.  With this in mind, and influenced also by an interest in public 
perceptions, Asian governments are increasingly asserting their sovereign 
entitlement to manage disasters, and their capacity to do so, albeit with assistance 
from selected donors based on bilateral agreements and on their own terms.  It’s a 
trend that sits uncomfortably with the international humanitarian response system, 
one of the guiding principles of which is that humanitarian assistance will be 
provided ‘on the basis of an appeal by the affected country’.25   
 
What was highlighted in the aftermath of the Southeast Asia Floods was that 
regional and international actors are struggling to adapt their policies and 
procedures to this changing context.  The challenge was summarised by the UN 
Emergency Relief Commissioner (ERC) Valerie Amos following her visit to Southeast 

Disasters exacerbate inequalities 

Cambodia’s Post-Flood Relief and 
Reconstruction Survey found that most of 
the post-flood displacement resulted from 
the destruction of homes built from low-
quality materials such as thatch.  Thus, it 
was mostly the poor who were displaced.  
It is also the poor who are least able to 
afford to rebuild their homes.  The survey 
found that 75% of the poorest households 
said that their income had decreased 
since the flood, and that half of the 
poorest households had at least one 
flood-related loan, compared to less than 
a quarter of the richest households.  The 
survey found that 42% of households 
could not afford to repair their homes.   

Simple, low-cost solutions can increase 
the coping capacities of the poorest 
households, and thus avoid exacerbating 
vulnerabilities.  The survey found that ‘to 
avoid displacement and its associated 
economic losses during future natural 
disasters, there is a real need to support 
the poorest households’ ability to fortify 
their housing structures.’ 

Action Aid et al, ‘Post-Flood Relief and 
Reconstruction Survey’ (March 2012) 
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Asia in October 2011: ‘the governments in the region were keen to manage their 
own disasters and felt that the humanitarian community needed to intensify its work 
to realign support to these governments, with a commensurate realignment of tools 
and services in line with national needs.’26  In other words, it’s the international 
system that needs to learn to work with national (and regional) attitudes, and not 
the other way round. 
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3. National Response 

Civil Society Response  

The first thing to note about the national response in both countries is that the bulk 
of assistance was provided by non-government actors (private companies, civil 
society organisations, volunteers and of course the communities themselves) as 
well as by the Red Cross Societies in their role as auxiliaries to the national 
governments.  The Thai Red Cross, with the assistance of nearly 40,000 volunteers 
across 43 provinces, distributed more than 300,000 relief kits, prepared 500,000 
meals and provided medical assistance to more than 10,000 people – assistance 
totalling more than $US10m.27  In Cambodia, an assessment conducted by UNICEF 
in November found that support was ‘provided by various actors, including NGOs, 
the Cambodian Red Cross, political parties, individual Excellencies and private 
companies’.28  The assessment noted that in one province a local judge had 
‘personally assisted 154 households,’ while in another province, more than 100 
households ‘received food, financial assistance and medical treatment by a local 
benefactor.’29  Contributions made by politicians were a significant component of 
the response in both countries.  The Thai Democrat Party set up a ‘Southern 
Kitchen’ in inner-Bangkok, which served almost five million meals.  In Cambodia, the 
personal contributions made by members of the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) 
reached an estimated 3-5 per cent of the affected population.30 

In Thailand, the staff and volunteers of the various institutions that hosted 
evacuation centres were also an integral part of the response.  Throughout the 
country, evacuation centres were set up on an ad hoc basis by a range of actors in a 
range of venues, including schools, universities, temples and sports stadiums.  
Coordination by the central Government was minimal, with many centres run by 
well-meaning individuals (university professors, teachers, monks, and others) with 
no experience in disaster management.  The evacuation centre at Bangkok’s 
Thammasat University, established under the leadership of university staff and 
which hosted around 3,000 evacuees, provides an example.  At the beginning, as 
described by Apinya Wechayachai from the Faculty of Social Administration, ‘it was 
all just self-help, everyone doing what they could.  There was no concrete system 
for the management of an emergency shelter.’  But after a chaotic start, university 
staff and NGOs were able to establish a semblance of order – registering names, 
designating sleeping and activity areas and establishing a schedule of activities for 
children.   

One of the things that was particularly striking about Thammasat University was the 
excess of goods and services on offer.  One NGO staff reflected that there were 
‘almost fifty organisations and companies wanting to provide activities…. vocational 
training, advice on labour law if you’d lost your job, activities for children, one 
company wanted to give boxing classes. …  A cable TV company set up a huge 
plasma screen TV and was screening cartoons from 8 till 5 … Everyone wanted to 
experience helping people.’31   At one stage, the University was throwing out 600 
meals a day.  

But it wasn’t all positive.  Sanitation was appalling, with just 20 latrines for 3000 
people.  But as explained by Wechayachai, ‘it was all just donations, you couldn’t 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You could eat 24 
hours a day if you 
wanted to.” 

NGO staff describing 
conditions at the 
Thammasat University 
evacuation centre, April 
2012. 

 

“Thousands of 
migrant workers 
remain stranded … 
with inadequate 
access to food, water 
and healthcare.  
Diarrhoea and skin 
allergies are … 
common… but many 
… do not want to go 
to hospital because 
of language 
difficulties and 
reported 
discrimination.  The 
shelter at Wat Rai 
Khing is in need of 
rice, sandals, 
hygiene kits, towels 
and baby milk.” 

UN Country Team, 
Thailand Floods 
Situation Report No 8, 3 
November 2011. 
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turn around and say we’d like a toilet instead of food’.  Of greater concern was that 
while staff at Thammasat were throwing out meals, other centres had very little, and 
people remaining in their homes generally had even less.  The minutes of a 
Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) meeting in late October note ‘major gaps in 
dealing with water and sanitation and hygiene’, and that the ratio of latrines to 
people in some areas was as low as 1:700.   

Thammasat University cannot necessarily be seen as representative.  Some centres 
were better, some vastly worse.  But what the situation does illustrate is the lack of 
guidance available to those who assumed responsibility for the management of 
these centres, and moreover, the fact that what was set up to be the centralised 
system for coordination – the Flood Relief Operations Centre – was limited in reach.  
The result was an unusual juxtaposition of excess (food, bottled water and activities 
in high-profile evacuation centres), and a simultaneous failure to meet basic needs, 
both within Thammasat but more significantly in lower-profile evacuation centres as 
well as for those remaining in their homes and in less formal temporary settlements.  
The Thai National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Plan (NDPMP) provides no 
guidance for either giving or receiving private donations, and scant reference is made 
to the critical role played by the various institutions that during the floods suddenly 
found themselves managing evacuation centres.   

National Government Response 

Both the Thai and Cambodian governments have national disaster management 
organisations and, to varying degrees, legislative/regulatory and policy frameworks 
for disaster management.  Unfortunately adherence to these frameworks was less 
than consistent, and thus, much of the planning that had been done and the 
preparedness measures that had been put in place did not reap the benefits that 
they otherwise might have.  

The Response of the Royal Thai Government 

The Thai Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Act defines the Department for Disaster 
Preparedness and Mitigation (DDPM) as the ‘central government unit to operate any 
related activities on national disaster prevention and mitigation’.32  The role of the 
DDPM is reiterated in the NDPMP, which provides that the DDPM is the ‘State nodal 
agency to carry out disaster management activities’, with responsibility to ‘take 
action, conduct disaster operations coordination, [and] provide the support and 
assistance to government agencies, local administration organisations, and private 
sector to deal with disaster.’33  The Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Act 
establishes the Minister of Interior as the Minister with the ‘power to control and 
oversee disaster prevention and mitigation’.34  

In mid-August, the DDPM began emergency operations in accordance with the 
provisions in the NDPMP for a ‘level three’ disaster – that is, a large-scale disaster 
with severe and widespread impact.35  Emergency Operations Centres were 
established at national, provincial and district levels; and under the leadership of the 
Ministry of Interior, daily meetings were held for the purpose of coordinating the 
flood-related activities of all concerned government agencies.36 

In early October, the Prime Minister announced that she was drawing upon her 
authority under the Civil Service Act to establish the Floods Relief Operation Centre 
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(FROC) to oversee the management of the flood response.  At the national level, the 
DDPM was left with a supporting role – collecting and consolidating data, distributing 
situation reports, supporting flood-prevention initiatives, and processing 
compensation payments.  As described by one former FROC official, it was a ‘very 
small part of the system’.37  Questions of legality aside, it was not a role that 
matched the training and expertise of the DDPM.  That the FROC was headed by the 
Minister of Justice, who brought with him staff from the Justice Ministry whose 
expertise did not match the task (the staff of the Department of Special 
Investigations were established as the FROC Secretariat), created additional 
complications.  Even former officials of the FROC acknowledge that ‘next time, the 
Ministry of Interior should be in charge’.38  The spontaneous shift in roles and 
responsibilities meant that much of the NDPMP could not be implemented, and that 
the preparedness work that had been done by the DDPM was of limited relevance.  

Also constraining the ability of the disaster management authorities to fulfil their 
responsibilities was a lack of financial, technical and human resource capacity at the 
sub-national level.  The DDPM’s ‘Summary of Lessons Learned from the 2010-2011 
Floods’ notes that ‘DDPM does not have adequate staff for its operation at district, 
sub-district and village levels’, and that ‘therefore, it took time to get government 
personnel who belonged to other agencies to perform disaster-related activities at 
field level.’ 39  At the time of the floods, some of the DDPM provincial offices in the 
most severely affected provinces had just four functioning mobile phones and no 
backup communications.40  A further constraint for the DDPMs at the provincial level 
and below was a lack of clarity regarding the roles and responsibilities of the DDPMs 
vis-à-vis the local administrative authorities, or in some cases not so much a lack of 
clarity but simply that the existing structures were not utilised.  The DDPM’s Lessons 
Learned report notes that ‘it seemed that all public agencies did not follow or did not 
have detailed guidelines to follow.  Hence, they reacted as fragmented efforts 
according to the orders of their superiors instead.  In some worse cases, some 
superiors … who were appointed as “Chief of Command” for emergency responses … 
did not have background in disaster management.  Many cases showed lack of trust 
between the administrators and DPM provincial offices.’41  As at the national level, 
the result was that the capacity that did exist within the DDPM, and the 
preparedness planning that had taken place, was under-utilised.  

The most serious shortcoming of the national response to the disaster was the lack 
of provision for the needs of vulnerable groups.  Access to humanitarian assistance 
by migrant workers, many of whom had been working illegally in the industries 
hardest hit by the floods, was particularly poor.  Many declined to seek assistance at 
evacuation centres ordistribution sites for fear of being asked for identification and 
arrested, and were unable to utilise the government’s helpline due to language 
barriers.  Shelters set up specifically for migrants were vastly inferior to those set up 
for Thais.42  While some services were provided by the Ministries of Labour, Public 
Health and Social Development and Human Security, no formal provision was made 
for this extremely vulnerable group by the disaster management authorities – who 
reportedly saw the issue as ‘fundamentally a concern of the National Security 
Council’.43  Mechanisms for the protection of children were also lacking, with no 
protocols in place for monitoring and reporting incidents of exploitation and abuse, 
and no child protection guidelines for staff managing evacuation centres.44  The issue 
of vulnerable groups and their particular needs in the aftermath of disaster is 
strikingly absent from the NDPMP.  The result, as observed in a ‘lessons learned’ 
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exercise conducted by the Child Protection Cluster, was that ‘support did not really 
go to the most vulnerable people’.45  

The DDPM is making a considerable effort to learn from the experience of the flood 
response.  It has hosted a series of workshops to review lessons learned; has 
requested its provincial offices to map capacity and risks in their provinces; and has 
established a working group to revise the NDPMP.  The concerned ministries have 
also been requested to develop their own disaster preparedness and mitigation 
plans.  Such developments are promising, but ultimately, will be of limited 
effectiveness if in the event of a disaster, the plan is put aside.  As described by 
Chusit Apirumanekul from the Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre, ‘the problem 
wasn’t the Plan.  There was a Plan, but it wasn’t used because of the “extraordinary 
circumstances”.’46 

The Response of the Royal Government of Cambodia 

Responsibility for national disaster management in Cambodia lies with the National 
Committee for Disaster Management (NCDM), established by Royal Decree in 2002.47  
The NCDM is chaired by the Prime Minister, with membership comprising 
government Ministers and high ranking officials as well as representatives from the 
Cambodian Armed Forces, Cambodian Red Cross and Civil Aviation Secretariat.48  Its 
responsibilities include: coordinating with government ministries and institutions, 
the international community and donors; formulating recommendations on policy as 
well as on preparedness and emergency measures; and disseminating and 
strengthening disaster management practices, human resources and training.49  The 
NCDM is replicated at the provincial, district and commune levels.50  

In the aftermath of the floods, the Cambodian Prime Minister made some attempt to 
utilise the existing disaster management framework, declaring a national emergency 
and convening an extraordinary cabinet meeting to ‘lay out the necessary measures 
… for the concerned government institutions and local authorities’.51  But the ability 
of the disaster management committees (DMCs) to fulfil their responsibilities was 
constrained at all levels by a lack of resources, and moreover, by a degree of 
ambiguity regarding the role of the DMCs vis-à-vis international actors.     

The NCDM receives its funding in the form of an annual allocation from the Office of 
the Council of Ministers.52  This covers basic administrative costs, but does not 
include funds for disaster mitigation, preparedness or response activities.53  The 
DMCs at provincial level and below do not receive any funding at all from the budget 
of the Council of Ministers.  In the event of a major disaster, additional funds can be 
accessed from the Ministry of Economy and Finance,54 and this was done during the 
flood response, but the additional funds were transferred directly to the provincial 
disaster management committees (PCDMs) with no additional funds to support the 
NCDM’s coordination role.  Lack of human resources presents an additional 
constraint.  While the NCDM secretariat has a number of full time staff, at the 
provincial level and below, all DMC staff serve other functions in the administration 
or in other professions.  With limited budget and no dedicated staff capacity at the 
provincial level and below, the capacity of the DMCs to coordinate the activities of 
government ministries, local authorities and international actors is limited.   

In the weeks following the floods, NGOs and UN actors called upon the NCDM to call 
an inter-agency coordination meeting, coordinate a rapid assessment, and assume 
leadership of the response.  But these efforts were largely unsuccessful, with the 
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NCDM citing lack of resources, or in some cases referencing the Government’s 
decision not to appeal for international assistance, as the reason for which it was 
unable to assume a coordinating role.   

Given budgetary constraints, the NCDM’s assertion that it could not afford the cost 
of coordination may well have been correct.  But the assertion regarding lack of 
authority seems not to match with the existence of a Sub-Decree establishing the 
NCDM as the apex body for coordinating disaster management.  What was 
presumably being referred to was a particular interpretation of the decision by the 
Royal Government of Cambodia not to formally appeal for international assistance.  
As described by one international NGO staff: ‘the government said they weren’t 
going to call for international assistance.  But I thought this meant external 
assistance, it never occurred to me that this would … mean they couldn’t work with 
those of us already here.’55  The implications that this had for the international 
response are described below.     

Coordination by government authorities was somewhat better in some of the 
provinces.  Around half of the affected provinces had contingency/preparedness 
plans, and in some cases, the time invested in contingency-planning reaped clear 
rewards.  In Kampong Thom, according to one NGO staff, ‘the PCDM followed the 
agreed communication channels.  They’d identified the vulnerable groups, and 
where the safe areas were, who to contact, what resources there were … they’d 
already identified the areas that needed to be evacuated and who would be in 
charge.’56  But as at the national level, coordination was in some cases impeded by 
uncertainty regarding the role of international actors.  While some PCDMs 
proactively reached out to international actors, others adopted an approach that 
was more aligned with that of the national government.  A PCDM member in one 
province explained that: ‘I need to be careful, I need to follow the organic law which 
describes the role of NGOs.  So long as I don’t see this, I don’t like to put them into 
the Plan … we cannot push or oblige them … its better you just say please give a 
hand.57  The effectiveness of provincial-level contingency planning was further 
constrained by lack of resources.  As described by one PCDM member, ‘we have a 
plan, but we need activities, and to have activities you need to have money.  Without 
activities, it’s just ideas.’58       

A Draft Law on Disaster Management is currently under review.  Once approved, 
Cambodia’s legislative and institutional framework for disaster preparedness, 
mitigation and response will be substantially strengthened.   The Draft Law 
establishes ‘councils’ for disaster management to replace the existing committees, 
with responsibility and authority to, among other things:  

 ‘lead, coordinate, mobilise forces and enhance cooperation between’ 
government and non-government actors, including international actors;  

 ‘lead, coordinate and command all emergency operations’;  

 conduct ‘full scale response’ including the provision of humanitarian assistance; 
and  

 ‘command [national government and non-government actors] to expand service 
capability and carry out other obligation beyond normal business.’   

The substantially increased responsibilities and authorities will require an 
appropriate budget allocation if they are to result in real improvements in disaster 
preparedness and response.  As the Draft Law does not provide the NCDM with its 
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own budget, this will require a substantial increase in the annual allocation from the 
Office of the Council of Ministers. 

The Draft Law also contains important provisions regarding the role of international 
actors, albeit with significant limitations that will need to be addressed if the 
challenges experienced during the 2011 floods are to be avoided.  The Draft Law 
provides that international actors ‘may … provide support for disaster emergency 
operation … according to appeal of the NCDM and the Royal Cambodian 
Government.’59  ‘Appeal’ in this context means a ‘declaration’ by the Prime Minister 
regarding the ‘acceptance of international assistance’, and is made ‘when the extent 
of the disaster is more than the country’s existing response capabilities.’60  This 
provision sits uncomfortably with the ‘welcome but not request’ policy adopted by 
the Government during the flood response, and invites a repeat of the ambiguity 
regarding the role of international actors in the absence of a formal appeal.  

4. Strengths and Weaknesses of the National Response: A Snapshot 
 
Thailand 

Strengths Challenges 

 Civil society response, particularly the 
Thai Red Cross and tens of thousands 
of volunteers. 

 Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Act, 
and Disaster Prevention, Mitigation 
and Preparedness Plan, in place. 

 Strong capacity of government 
ministries to assess and respond to 
humanitarian needs, and to make 
targeted, specific requests to UN 
agencies and NGOs. 

 

 National disaster management 
authority not empowered to fulfil 
mandated responsibilities; replaced by 
ad hoc body with no institutional 
experience in disaster management. 

 Lack of resources for the DDPMs at 
sub-national level. 

 Inadequate mechanisms in place for 
vulnerable groups 

 Inadequate procedures in place for 
requesting / receiving international 
assistance. 

Cambodia 

Strengths Challenges 

 Civil society response, including 
Cambodian Red Cross and private 
individuals. 

 In some cases, strong PCDM-led 
coordination at the provincial level, 
including willingness to reach out to 
NGOs and UN agencies with targeted 
requests. 

 Uncertainty regarding the role of the 
NCDM, and in some cases the 
PCDMs, vis-à-vis international actors. 

 Lack of resources on the part of the 
NCDM and also DMCs at subnational 
level. 

 No national disaster management law 
or policy in place. 

 Inadequate procedures in place for 
requesting / receiving international 
assistance. 
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4. The Regional Response 

The shift by governments in the Southeast Asian region away from the issuing of 
generalised, public appeals for assistance presents an opportunity – and a need – for 
regional mechanisms to step in and fill the gap.  Recognising this, ASEAN has in 
recent years made unprecedented progress in developing mechanisms for the 
coordination of humanitarian response.  These include, most significantly: the ASEAN 
Agreement for Disaster Management and Emergency Relief (AADMER), the first ever 
legally binding agreement for the ASEAN region and ratified by all ten member 
states; the adoption of an AADMER work program for 2010-2015; the development 
of Standard Operating Procedures; the establishment of the ASEAN Coordinating 
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) to coordinate offers and requests 
for assistance within member states; and the establishment of the ASEAN Emergency 
Rapid Assessment Team (ERAT).  The 2011 floods in Southeast Asia provided an 
opportunity to put some of these mechanisms to the test.   

For the AHA Centre, the 2011 floods unfortunately came too early to serve as a real 
test of the Centre’s potential.  The Centre was only just getting established when the 
floods hit, and had just three full time staff.  As such, the Centre played a minimal 
role in the flood response: compiling and synthesising information from the affected 
countries (where such information was provided); and issuing regional situation 
reports to ASEAN member states.  But the Centre’s core function of coordinating 
offers and requests for assistance was not yet fully functional.  Most ASEAN member 
states did provide assistance to most of the affected states, but on the basis of 
bilateral agreements rather than utilising the coordination function of the AHA 
Centre.   

One way in which ASEAN was able to provide support was through the deployment 
to Thailand of the ERAT.  The ERAT is part of the AADMER 2010-2015 work program, 
and is described in ASEAN’s 2012 Annual Report as one of its ‘flagship projects’.61  
But the ERAT deployment to Thailand was not without its problems.  As was the case 
with the provision of international assistance (discussed below), there was a degree 
of uncertainty – seemingly within the Thai Government itself – as to whether the 
deployment had been duly requested and authorised.  ASEAN’s Standard Operating 
Procedures stipulate that assistance may be provided where there is either a request 
for assistance from the designated ‘national focal point’ (in the case of Thailand, the 
DDPM) or an offer of assistance followed by formal acceptance, again by the national 
focal point.62  In the case of Thailand, there was no such request, and an offer made 
by ASEAN to the DDPM met with no response.  When the ERAT was deployed, it was 
on the basis of an agreement between the ASEAN Secretary General and the Thai 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  But the agreement does not appear to have been broadly 
socialised within the Thai Government, including within the DDPM.  As described by 
the head of ASEAN’s Secretariat for Disaster Management, ‘there were some within 
DDPM that were not aware of the ERAT team or what they could do.’63  The 
controversy this created in the public space (fuelled by media reports that the ERAT 
was in the country ‘illegally’) did nothing for the credibility in Thailand of the newly 
established ERAT or the ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms more broadly.   

The challenges facing the ERAT deployment highlight the current lack of awareness 
amongst the various government agencies engaged in disaster response, at national 
level and below, regarding ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms and what 
they have to offer – perhaps not surprising in light of the fact that the mechanisms 
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are still in their infancy.  As described by an advisor to the ASEAN Secretariat, ‘the 
AADMER, the AHA centre, the standard operating procedures – they are known only 
to a very small number of people. … Until the whole of government knows about the 
AADMER and the mechanisms, there will always be confusion.’64 

The ERAT team did carry out an assessment in Thailand, visiting some of the affected 
areas and providing situation reports to the ASEAN secretariat.  But the observations 
and recommendations made by the team were shared only with the DDPM and the 
ASEAN secretariat (and then in turn with the official representatives of ASEAN 
member states), and were not made publicly available.  As described by the team 
leader of the ERAT in Thailand, ‘this is the ERAT mandate, to update the ASEAN 
secretariat and the DDPM.  Not to make information available more broadly’.65  But 
with such a wide range of actors involved in disaster response – government 
agencies and departments, civil society, national and international NGOs, and so on – 
and the potential for information collected by the ERAT to contribute to collective 
knowledge of needs and gaps, for the information to be restricted in this manner 
seems an unfortunate limitation on the potential impact of the ERAT.     

In November 2011, ASEAN leaders pledged to ‘enhance cooperation in post-disaster 
relief, recovery and rehabilitation, and improve the effectiveness of coordination of 
such efforts.’  It was unfortunate that at the time of the 2011 floods, the fledgling 
ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms did not have the capacity to fully support 
these efforts (and nor was there any request for support from member states).  But if 
appropriately supported by ASEAN member states as well as by international actors, 
and if more broadly socialised amongst member states, the new ASEAN mechanisms 
do present an important opportunity to stand alongside UN-led mechanisms as the 
first point of call for ASEAN governments requiring international assistance in 
responding to disasters.   

 
Don Muang Airport, Bangkok, October 2011 
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5. The International Response 

International humanitarian assistance: offer and acceptance 

In neither Thailand nor Cambodia was there a formal request for international 
assistance, despite offers made to both countries by the UN Resident Coordinators 
(RCs), and in the case of Thailand, by the UN ERC and Secretary General.  This gave 
rise to considerable uncertainty within the international humanitarian community 
regarding their role, and had implications for the financing, leadership and 
coordination of the response.  The UN RC for Thailand explained that it was ‘difficult 
to operate without any clear procedures related to requests for international 
assistance.’66  One international NGO staff in Thailand reflected that ‘at every 
[coordination] meeting, there was a sense that our hands were tied, that we could 
only do so much.’67 

There are a couple of important 
qualifications to be made about this 
absence of a formal request.  First, it is 
important to note that post-floods, in 
both Thailand and Cambodia there were 
a large number of requests made by 
various government ministries and 
departments to international agencies.  
In Thailand, the Ministry of Education 
provided the education cluster with a list 
detailing its specific support needs in 
affected schools, the Ministry of Public 
Health wrote to the WHO Country Office 
detailing the areas in which support was 
required, the DDPM requested IOM to 
provide training in shelter management, 
and so on.  In Cambodia, the Ministry of 
Health asked WHO to assess access to 
healthcare in the affected areas, UNICEF 
received requests totalling US$250,000 
from 13 provinces,68 and most of the 
PCDMs actively reached out to 
international NGOs and requested their 
support.  What was in issue (not so 
much for the responding agencies but 
for the international system as a whole) was the fact that these requests did not 
amount to what the international community has come to understand as an ‘appeal’ 
for assistance as required by UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182.  One 
participant in a ‘lessons learned’ workshop on the Thailand floods remarked, ‘the 
Thai Government said that they welcome assistance but many agencies do not work 
that way.’69  Another remarked that there was ‘no request from the government but 
they actually come with a list of things they needed!’70 

The second thing to note is that a number of UN agencies and NGOs were able to 
provide the support requested despite the absence of a formal appeal.  In Thailand, 

UN General Assembly Resolution 
46/182 on the Strengthening of the 
Coordination of the Humanitarian 
Emergency Assistance of the United 
Nations 

“The Sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
national unity of States must be fully 
respected … In this context, 
humanitarian assistance should be 
provided with the consent of the affected 
country and in principle on the basis of 
an appeal by the affected country. 

“Each State has the responsibility first 
and foremost to take care of the victims 
of natural disasters and other 
emergencies occurring on its territory.  
Hence, the affected State has the 
primary role in the initiation, organisation, 
coordination, and implementation of 
humanitarian assistance within its 
territory. 

... 

“The United Nations… should ensure the 
prompt and smooth delivery of relief 
assistance in full respect of the above 
mentioned principles…” 
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OCHA, WHO, UNHCR, IOM, UNICEF, UNDP, UNFPA, the ILO and around 10 
international NGOs all provided some form of assistance, in most cases through 
existing country programs and in response to specific requests from existing 
government and non-government partners.  Similarly in Cambodia, UNICEF, WFP, 
IOM, UNDP, WHO and FAO all provided substantial assistance on the basis of specific 
requests and/or bilateral agreements.  For many of these agencies, particularly for 
those with existing country programs and established partnerships, who were able to 
either divert funds from existing programs or draw on their own emergency 
response funds, the absence of a formal appeal was irrelevant.  As explained by a 
WHO staff member in Thailand, ‘we didn’t need a public appeal to mobilise 
resources from our own regional ERF [emergency response fund].  We sent a letter 
to the government through our regional office, formally offering support, and they 
replied telling us what they needed.’71  

That being said, the absence of a formal government appeal did have substantial 
implications, most significantly as regards financing, leadership and coordination.  
These issues are discussed below.  

Financing the Response 

The humanitarian assistance policies of most donors require that assistance be 
provided on the basis of a request.  AusAID’s Humanitarian Action Policy provides 
that Australia will provide support ‘when international assistance is requested’;72  
German Foreign Office policy stipulates that ‘aid is provided only if the government 
of the country concerned is either unable or unwilling to provide aid in sufficient 
quantities itself’;73 and the UK and Swedish policies stipulate that the provision of 
humanitarian assistance will adhere to the principles described in UN General 
Assembly Resolution 46/182.74   

There are some exceptions.  ECHO responds through existing partners to identified 
humanitarian needs wherever they are, while USAID/OFDA responds where the host 
nation either ‘requests or is willing to accept international assistance’.75  And some 
donors are prepared to base their assistance on something less than the issuance of 
a generalised, public request.  AusAID, for example, provided assistance in both 
Cambodia and Thailand on the basis of bilateral cooperation with the Ministries of 
Foreign Affairs, during which willingness to accept Australian government assistance 
was made clear.76   

A number of others, including those whose humanitarian policies require a request 
from the host nation, were able to provide assistance by supporting existing NGO 
partners with ongoing country programs.  In this way, Canada, the Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Germany and Sweden supported relief efforts in Cambodia; and Austria, 
Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg, Hungary and Romania 
provided support in Thailand.77  Most ASEAN member states also provided 
assistance, in all cases based on bilateral (government-to-government) agreements.  
And finally, in the case of Cambodia an amount of US$4m was awarded from the UN 
Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF).  Grants from the CERF do not require a 
formal request from the host nation, and are based on ‘demonstrable needs as 
identified in UN appeals and/or by the humanitarian country team.’78  

All in all, the scale of international assistance was small, totalling just US$24m to 
Thailand and US$20.5m to Cambodia.79  In Thailand, while partially a reflection of 
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diplomatic sensitivities, this was to some extent just a reflection of the scale of need.  
An assessment conducted by USAID/OFDA in Thailand in mid-October found that 
‘national responders are providing ample food, water, medicines, and other supplies 
to affected families’,80 while MSF reported that ‘the government … [has] the means 
and the capacity to … [provide] continued health care to the affected population’ 
and that non-medical needs were either ‘covered [or] … on the way to being 
solved.’81  The situation in Cambodia was more ambiguous, with the lack of 
consolidated assessment data making it difficult to get an overall picture of the 
extent to which needs were met.  Cambodia’s Post-Flood Relief and Recovery Survey 
found that household access to traditional water sources and latrines did not appear 
to have been disrupted, and that ‘nearly 80 per cent of households reported treating 
their water using appropriate methods and 87 per cent had access to soap.’82  But a 
rapid assessment conducted by Save the Children in one province in late September 
found that there were ‘no hygiene and sanitation facilities and equipment 
functioning and provided to the affected people to access clean water, lighting or 
other social services,’83 while an inter-agency assessment conducted in four 
provinces in November found that ‘food and clean water shortages were indicated in 
all interviews.’84  Gaps that did exist cannot be attributable solely to a lack of funds – 
one international NGO staff felt that ‘no one could absorb any more.  We were all 
struggling.’85  But others felt that with additional funds, more could have been done 
to ensure that needs were met.  One international NGO staff reflected that ‘we 
initially prepared bigger proposals than what the donors were actually able to give 
and we had to reduce the number of beneficiaries and activities. … I think we could 
have done more had we received more funds, and most likely more funds would 
have been made available had the government issued a formal request.’86  

Leadership, coordination and information 

The more significant implications of the lack of a formal call for assistance were 
related to the absence of a formal activation of the humanitarian response system – 
which as stated above, is done ‘in principle on the basis of an appeal ’.  The 
international humanitarian system with all its parts includes: an HCT headed by a 
Humanitarian Coordinator; a coordinated rapid assessment using standardised tools; 
use of the ‘clusters’ as a forum for coordination; a consolidated planning process; 
and coordinated humanitarian fundraising in the form of an appeal.  Not formally 
activating the system does not necessarily mean not using any part of it, but the 
extent to which HCTs (or affected governments) can pick and choose from the 
various components is nowhere clearly defined.  The following section considers the 
way in which the key elements of the system were utilised (or not) in Thailand and 
Cambodia during the 2011 floods response.  

Leadership and coordination structures 

In Thailand, the HCT was established in September under the leadership of the UN 
RC, albeit ‘informally’ and without official notification to the UN ERC.87  It was slow to 
get going, not meeting for the first time until a full two months after the floods 
began.  As described by one UN representative, ‘there’s only one trigger for the 
activation of the HCT, and that’s a formal request for assistance.  In the absence of 
that … we all just eventually got together … and decided to set it up.’88  Once 
established, the HCT ‘issued the 4Ws, sitreps, tracking sheet and capacity mapping,’89 
and is generally regarded as having provided a useful forum for coordination and 
information sharing.90  Although normally envisaged more as a forum for strategic 
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planning, fundraising and policy discussion than information management, in the 
context of Thailand, this minimalist approach was perhaps appropriate.  As described 
by the UN RC, ‘on outreach and external relations, the HCT purposefully adopted a 
low-key approach.’91  

In early October, a decision was made 
by the Thailand HCT to ‘informally 
activate’ the cluster system.  A number 
of reasons were cited for this informal 
(as opposed to formal) activation: most 
of the cluster-lead agencies didn’t see 
the added value of formally rolling-out 
the clusters, and thought that without 
them they could still access the financial 
and technical resources they required; 
there was a preference for not ‘being 
linked to the global system’; there was a 
desire not to be perceived as playing a 
lead role; and there were concerns 
regarding the difficulty of phasing out 
the formal clusters.92  As it was, most 
actors felt that the practical implications 
of the informal versus formal status of 
the clusters were insignificant.  As one 
UN agency representative reflected, ‘we 
acted like a cluster just without being 
called one.’93   

Underpinning discussions regarding the 
utility of the cluster approach in 
Thailand was a consciousness of the 
comparative scale of the international 
versus national response.  As noted 
above, the total international 
humanitarian contribution to the 

Thailand floods was just US$24m, while the response of the Thai Government was in 
the billions.  In other words, the relevance of clusters as a forum for coordinating the 
international response (which is what the clusters were designed to do94) was 
limited, because there wasn’t much to coordinate.  But the clusters were 
nevertheless regarded by many actors as serving a useful purpose, providing a 
‘space… to exchange information and coordinate activities … [and] the opportunity 
to meet and discuss issues that had not been addressed collectively before.’95  As 
with the HCT however, timeliness was an issue,96 attributable to uncertainties 
regarding the role of the clusters in the absence of a more formal roll-out of the 
humanitarian system.   

In Cambodia, the option of formally activating the international humanitarian system 
was also discussed within the UN Disaster Management Team (DMT), but as in 
Thailand, there was ‘strong consensus that given the scale and complexity of the 
emergency’, this was not required.97  Instead the UN, donors and NGOs looked to the 
Cambodian Government to take the lead.  Many recalled the leadership shown by 
the NCDM during the response to Typhoon Ketsana in 2009, and were expecting the 

What is a cluster? 

The ‘cluster approach’ was introduced as 
part of the Humanitarian Reform process in 
2006, for the purpose of ensuring 
‘predictability leadership and accountability 
in all the main sectors or areas of 
humanitarian response.’  Nine clusters 
(areas of activity) were identified, and lead 
agencies assigned for each.  Clusters are 
led at the global level by UN agencies, with 
the exception of the education cluster 
which is co-led by UNICEF and Save the 
Children. 

At the country level, cluster-leads are 
responsible for facilitating a process aimed 
at ensuring well-coordinated and effective 
humanitarian response in their sector.  
Specific responsibilities include:  

 establishment and maintenance of 
appropriate humanitarian coordination 
mechanisms; 

 coordination with national authorities; 

 needs assessment and analysis; 

 planning and strategy development; 

 monitoring and reporting; 

 advocacy and resource mobilisation; 

 provision of assistance as a provider 
of last resort. 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee, Guidance 
Note on Using the Cluster Approach to 
Strengthen Humanitarian Response (24 

November 2006) 
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same.  As it happened, it was some time before any leadership was shown.  The DMT 
was meeting, but involved only UN agencies, and thus did not provide a forum for 
inter-agency coordination.  NGOs were meeting amongst themselves, ECHO, USAID 
and AusAID were meeting, and everyone was reaching out to the NCDM, but it was 
all taking place in the absence of an overarching leadership framework.  As one 
donor reflected, ‘there was no Plan B … everyone was spinning in their own circles, 
NGOs, government, donors. … It was a huge disappointment.’98  One UN staff notes 
that ‘on reflection, we should have just done it [taken the lead on coordination] 
informally.  We wouldn’t have had to call it coordination.’99  By mid-October things 
had marginally improved, with WFP together with NGOs convening inter-agency 
coordination meetings, involving UN agencies, donors, and the Cambodian Red 
Cross.  NCDM was invited to the meetings but declined.  The first formal 
government-led inter-agency coordination meeting was called by the Prime Minister 
in February 2012, almost five months after the emergency.  

Needs assessments and information management 

A significant challenge to the response in both countries was the absence of a 
coordinated, comprehensive needs assessment; and flowing from that, the absence 
of consolidated data on which to base an informed, well-targeted response.  
 
In Thailand, the HCT made a number of approaches to the Thai Government, urging 
the Government to take the lead in coordinating assessments, and offering support.  
But these approaches met with resistance, and the HCT did not in this context feel 
able to step up and take the lead.  As explained by a representative of the Office of 
the UN RC, ‘we couldn’t have initiated a coordinated, comprehensive needs 
assessment, it should have been done by the Government.  In any case it wouldn’t 
have been us responding to the needs, we were just filling gaps.’100  The result, as 
described by one participant in the Thailand lessons learned workshop, was that 
there was ‘action but not action based on information of gaps.’101   

Similarly in Cambodia, the lack of consolidated assessment data was felt by many to 
have affected the quality of the response.  In contrast to Thailand, the NCDM did 
attempt to organise an inter-agency assessment, calling a meeting of interested 
NGOs in late September, and offering support and participation.  Inter-agency 
assessments took place, but the tools and methodology were not standardised, nor 
the data consolidated.  OCHA made some attempt at pulling together the available 
assessments and putting them into a central, accessible location (‘drop-box’), and 
this was well received, but the original aim of putting all of the assessments into a 
consolidated, indexed, searchable form was never quite achieved.  As in Thailand, 
the result was a humanitarian response based on information that was patchy at 
best.  As described by one donor, ‘we were trying to piece things together from the 
media, partners, national staff … but it was very fragmented, it was hard to tell 
exactly what was going on.’102     

The absence of coordinated assessments cannot be attributed to the fact that the 
international humanitarian system was not formally activated.  But what can be said 
is that in the absence of this formal activation, the accountability for tasks such as 
needs assessments that would otherwise have existed on the part of international 
actors – spelled out in the various guidance notes of the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC), Bulletins of the Secretary General and so forth – was lacking.  If a 
move towards the use of informal structures is to become more common, it is worth 

“We couldn’t just 
say to the NCDM, 
‘we’ll do it [take the 
lead on 
coordination].  
They’d done it in 
the past.”  

UN staff member 
reflecting on 
leadership and 
coordination in the 
Cambodia flood 
response, May 2012. 
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recalling that it is precisely this lack of predictability and accountability that the 
humanitarian reform process begun in 2006 was designed to address. 

One final point worth noting on the issue of needs assessments concerns the use of 
innovative technologies.   It is well acknowledged amongst the humanitarian 
community that we have failed to keep pace with technological advances, and this is 
nowhere more apparent than in the carrying out of needs assessments.  In Thailand, 
while humanitarian agencies were struggling to organise teams to travel by boat to 
the affected areas to conduct surveys, people throughout the country were 
communicating their needs online, eliciting a response long before anyone had got 
around to assessing their needs.  One national NGO staff explained that ‘people were 
used to using their mobile phones and posting facebook updates, and just kept doing 
the same things after the floods.’103  In one of Thailand’s evacuation centres, a 
volunteer posted a message on facebook saying that the centre needed a generator, 
and a spare generator was located by a member of the Thai military and delivered 
within 24 hours.  As one international NGO staff reflected, ‘the whole needs 
assessment could self-organise if only we found the right technology.’104    

Preparedness 

Weaknesses in contingency planning presented an additional challenge in both 
Thailand and Cambodia.  In Thailand, there was an Inter-Agency Contingency Plan, 
and contingency planning workshops and simulation exercises had taken place, but 
the Plan provided no guidance regarding what to do in the absence of a formal 
government request for assistance.  It stipulated that in the event of a major 
emergency, the UN RC would assume the role of the Humanitarian Coordinator, and 
that clusters would be established.  As described by one UN staff, ‘it was pretty much 
a cookie-cutter plan, assuming there was a formal request for assistance and that the 
UN humanitarian response system would be activated.’105  This was unfortunate in 
the context of Thailand where, as reflected by one UN agency representative, ‘there 
was never going to be a call for assistance and probably never will be.’106    

In Cambodia, the UN DMT had a National Disaster Preparedness and Response Plan, 
which provided that in the event of disaster, the DMT would work with the NCDM to 
identify needs, ‘coordinate UN-wide response actions’, mobilise resources, identify 
and address gaps, ‘prepare reports and disseminate information, [and] evaluate 
actions taken’.107  But as in Thailand, the plan did not reflect the nuances of what 
happens in the absence of a formal request for assistance.  The Plan provides that in 
the event of a Government request, the DMT will ‘activate … the UN system 
response’, and that if the situation requires a ‘multi-sectoral response with 
participation of a wide range of international humanitarian actors, the cluster 
approach would be activated.’108  The plan provides that so far as possible, the 
cluster approach would utilise ‘existing coordination mechanisms’, meaning that 
‘overall responsibility for coordination would continue to rest with the NCDM while 
… clusters would be established using the existing technical working groups where 
appropriate.’109  The Plan describes the process for formally activating the clusters, 
including obtaining approval from the global cluster leads.  But the description of 
clusters as utilising working groups chaired by Government Ministries, with NCDM 
retaining the overall coordination role, sits awkwardly with the fact that the cluster 
approach was never designed to coordinate national actors.  The scenario presented 
would perhaps be more appropriately described as an informal activation of the 
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clusters, or as providing surge capacity to existing coordination mechanisms, thus 
obviating the need for approval from the global cluster leads.  The point is not to 
critique the Preparedness Plan, but to highlight the potential value of additional 
guidance regarding the use of humanitarian mechanisms in the absence of a formal 
activation of the full ‘humanitarian system’.  As reflected by one UN agency 
representative, ‘the IASC Guidelines are designed for contexts where there’s no 
coordination.  But they don’t tell you what to do when there are already 
coordination mechanisms in place.’110 

Moving forward 

Important steps have been taken to address some of the challenges outlined above.  
The Thailand HCT is revising its contingency plan, and developing Standard Operating 
Procedures, with a view to better describing ways of working in the absence of a 
formal government request.  The revised contingency plan is based on the 
assumption that the Government ‘will most likely not officially request international 
assistance but could welcome support.’  The plan provides that if this occurs, the UN 
RC will ‘call for a meeting of the HCT to decide if [the HCT] should be officially 
activated and which of the clusters will need to be mobilised,’ and describes the 
implications of formal and informal activation of the cluster approach.111    

At the international level, one of the more significant initiatives currently underway 
is the ‘Guide for Governments (and National Disaster Management Agencies in 
Particular) on How to Access the Tools and Services Available from the International 
Humanitarian System’.112  Being developed by OCHA, the Guide responds to the issue 
identified above, that is, that the humanitarian system has traditionally been 
regarded as a package, and that the procedure for selecting only those elements of 
the system that are appropriate to the context are not clearly defined.  Other 
positive developments include the establishment of an IASC regional working group 
on engaging with MIC governments and informal clusters; the roll-out of OCHA’s 
‘minimal preparedness package’ in countries without an OCHA presence; and the 
announcement by the UN Secretary General of his intention to convene a ‘first-of-its-
kind World Humanitarian Summit.’113  Such a summit could provide a timely 
opportunity to chart a way forward for adapting the international humanitarian 
system to better suit governments with the capacity and desire to manage their own 
disasters.  As reflected by the Head of the OCHA’s Asia/Pacific Regional Office, ‘after 
all, it’s coming up for 25 years since the General Assembly Resolution [46/182], 
maybe it’s time to have a re-think.’114     
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6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

In Southeast Asia, the capacities of national and regional actors to prepare for, 
mitigate and respond to disasters have been increasing at a rate that is 
unprecedented.  As they do, the systems and structures that for international actors 
have traditionally provided the framework for the provision of humanitarian 
assistance are becoming less relevant.  The founding UN General Assembly 
Resolution assumes a generalised appeal for international assistance, when we 
know that such appeals will almost never be made; contingency planning for the 
most part assumes a full roll-out of the international humanitarian system, despite 
the fact that in Southeast Asia this is rarely required; and the IASC guidelines on the 
cluster approach assume that international agencies will assume a leadership role, 
despite the fact that more and more often, governments have the capacity to take 
the lead.  The result, as highlighted in the humanitarian response to the Southeast 
Asia floods, is that those affected by disasters are not being provided with the 
support they need as efficiently and effectively as should be possible.  

With the number of people affected by disasters increasing year by year, 
exacerbating already existing vulnerabilities, we have a collective responsibility to 
ensure that we have the systems and structures in place to ensure the best possible 
humanitarian response.  The tools and guidelines traditionally used by international 
actors need to be ‘fit for purpose’; national governments need to be supported to 
ensure that their national institutions are equipped to keep pace with increasing 
disaster risk and that they have appropriate regulatory/legislative frameworks in 
place to facilitate assistance to those who need it; and regional mechanisms need to 
be prepared to step up alongside international mechanisms as a first point of call for 
governments in the region.              

To the Royal Thai Government 

1. Provide the DDPM with sufficient financial, technical and human resources at 
national level and below to respond to large-scale disasters; and empower the 
DDPM to fulfil its responsibilities as the ‘central government unit to operate 
any related activities on national disaster prevention and mitigation’.  The 
establishment of an ad hoc government agency to assume this role gave rise to 
considerable confusion regarding roles and responsibilities, and meant that the 
experience and capacity of the DDPM could not be utilised to full effect. 

2. Insert a provision in the revised NDPMP to clearly establish the DDPM as the 
central government agency for the coordination of international humanitarian 
assistance, and include protocols for requesting, receiving and coordinating 
such assistance.  Consideration should 
also be given to revising the National 
Disaster Management Act to establish 
the DDPM as the central government 
agency for the coordination of 
international humanitarian assistance. 

3. Ensure that the revised NDPMP 
articulates the roles and 
responsibilities of the range of 
national government and non-

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“DDPM’s capacities 

should be improved 

and strengthened….  

DDPM needed to 

invest more on 

several types of 

functional disaster 

response or safety 

equipment machines, 

communication and 

ICT systems … The 

government should 

invest more on 

capacity 

development for 

DDPM personnel … 

so that each province 

or district could be 

able to rely on their 

own resources and 

relief efforts more 

effective.” 

DDPM, ‘Summary of 

DDPM’s Lessons 

Learned from 2010-

2011 Floods’ (February 

2012). 

 

 

“You need to give 
whatever body it is 
that’s leading the 
thing all the powers 
they need to get it 
done” 

Gerry Brownlee, 
Minister, Canterbury 
Earthquake Recovery, 
reflecting on lessons 

National legislation should: 

 Specify the role of key ministries 

 Specify the role of national and 
international organisations 

 Specify the role of civil society 
actors 

 Clearly establish decentralised 
mechanisms 

 Encourage community 
participation. 

ISDR/UN OCHA, ‘Hyogo Framework for 
Action Priority Five Guidance and Indicator 
Package’ (2008). 
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government actors involved in disaster response.  This should include a clear 
articulation of the key ministries involved in disaster response and of the roles 
and responsibilities of the provincial DDPMs vis-à-vis local administrative 
authorities; and guidelines for managing volunteers, evacuation centres, and 
private donations.   

4. Strengthen the capacity of national government and non-government actors to 
respond to the needs of vulnerable groups in times of disaster.  This should 
include: ensuring that measures for the protection of vulnerable groups are 
written into the NDPMP; strengthening local networks for the protection of 
vulnerable groups; establishing procedures for monitoring and reporting 
incidents of exploitation and abuse; trainings on child protection rapid 
assessments and the establishment of a roster for trained personnel to conduct 
these assessments; and translating existing international tools and guidelines 
into Thai.  

To the Royal Cambodian Government 

5. The approval of the Draft Law on Disaster Management should be expedited, 
and followed by a program of awareness-raising within the CDMs and related 
government institutions regarding the new Law, and particularly the 
coordinating role of the CDMs vis-à-vis international actors.   

6. The budget allocated annually to the NCDM should be sufficient to cover 
operational costs as well as disaster 
preparedness, mitigation and 
response activity.  It should also be 
sufficient to empower the CDMs to 
fulfil the responsibilities described in 
the Draft Law on Disaster 
Management, including formulating 
disaster preparedness plans, leading 
‘all emergency operations’ and 
‘conduct[ing] full scale response.’ 

To the ASEAN Secretariat  

7. Work with member states to raise 
awareness amongst government 
agencies, ministries and departments 
engaged in disaster response, as well 
as amongst non-government actors (national and international) regarding 
ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms.  As part of this, raise awareness 
within member states regarding the roles and responsibilities of ‘national focal 
points’, work with UN OCHA to ensure that information regarding ASEAN 
mechanisms is included in the Guide for Governments, and encourage member 
states to assume responsibility for ensuring that their own ministries, agencies 
and departments, at national and subnational level, are aware of ASEAN 
emergency response mechanisms.     

8. Work with member states to further strengthen the capacity, and potentially 
expand the scope, of the ERAT so as to maximise its potential.  This could 
include an expansion of the ERAT mandate to include not just the carrying out of 
assessments, but the coordination of inter-agency assessments.  Capacity 

National legal, policy and institutional 
frameworks should: 

 Allow for effective coordination of 
international assistance 

 Take into account the role of the 
UN Emergency Relief Coordinator 

 Clearly designate government 
entities with responsibility and 
authority (for coordination) 

 Consider establishing a national 
focal point to liaise between 
international and government 
actors at all levels. 

IFRC, International Disaster Response Law 
Guidelines (2007), art 8(2). 
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building initiatives could include: secondments of ERAT personnel to the UN 
Disaster Assessment and Coordination team; building the capacity of ERAT to 
utilise innovative technologies in carrying out assessments and disseminating 
results; and revising ERAT ways of working so that assessment reports are made 
publicly available. 

9. Explore further partnerships with civil society organisations in member states 
so as to maximise the relevance and impact of ASEAN humanitarian response 
mechanisms.  Possibilities include: outreach initiatives to further institutionalise 
ASEAN disaster management mechanisms; joint capacity building initiatives that 
tap into the skills and experience of civil society; joint contingency planning; and 
building linkages between the ERAT and the Red Cross / Red Crescent Societies 
regarding the carrying out of needs assessments.   

To NGOs 

10. Continue to support national disaster management organisations with disaster 
preparedness initiatives, including support for contingency planning at sub-
national level.  As part of this, ensure that information regarding NGO capacities 
and resources is made available to local authorities, and urge that this 
information be incorporated into government contingency plans.         

11. Establish (or strengthen) NGO humanitarian coordination mechanisms that can 
be scaled-up in the event of a disaster, engage in inter-agency contingency 
planning, and strengthen NGO linkages with national government, ASEAN and 
UN humanitarian focal points.  NGO humanitarian coordination forums should 
consider designating a focal point for contact with national disaster management 
organisations, ASEAN and UN-led humanitarian coordination mechanisms.        

12. In collaboration with national disaster management authorities, local 
administrative authorities and civil society organisations, explore possibilities 
for utilising innovative technologies for carrying out needs assessments.  This 
could include the use of crowdsourcing and social media tools as a means of 
supplementing and validating official government information sources.   

To UN OCHA  

13. Work with the IASC to develop tools and guidelines for Humanitarian/Resident 
Coordinators, HCTs, DMTs and cluster-lead agencies on the use of international 
humanitarian response mechanisms in the event that international assistance 
is welcomed but not formally requested.  This should include: guidance for 
contingency planning; guidelines on the informal activation of the HCT and the 
clusters; and consideration of revised triggers for formal activation of 
humanitarian response mechanisms.  

14. Support HCTs/DMTs and cluster lead agencies to develop inter-agency 
contingency plans that reflect ways of working in the absence of formal 
activation of the international humanitarian system.  Such plans should be 
developed in partnership with national governments and NGOs, should closely 
link to national disaster preparedness plans, should be regularly updated and 
widely disseminated.  Contingency/preparedness plans should clearly articulate 
mechanisms for coordination between international actors (and should require 
appropriate NGO participation in UN-led coordination forums) as well as 
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between international actors and national institutions; and should describe roles 
and responsibilities regarding needs assessments and information management.     

15. Continue to explore opportunities for further collaboration with and support to 
ASEAN humanitarian response mechanisms, particularly the AHA Centre, in line 
with the ASEAN-UN Strategic Plan of Action on Disaster Management.  
Possibilities include staff exchanges between the UN Disaster Assessment and 
Coordination team and ERAT, staff secondments to the AHA Centre, and joint 
UN/ASEAN contingency planning and disaster preparedness work.   

To Donors 

16. Review humanitarian/development assistance policies and consider whether 
there is sufficient flexibility to allow assistance to be provided where this is 
‘welcomed but not requested’; and if such flexibility does not exist, consider 
re-wording policies accordingly so as to better facilitate the provision of aid 
where and when it is needed.  Also consider revising preparedness plans to 
clearly describe the process for negotiation with the affected government in the 
event that there is no formal request for assistance.   

17. Continue to strengthen the capacity of national disaster management 
organisations, as well as ASEAN mechanisms for the coordination of 
humanitarian assistance.  Capacity building for national disaster management 
organisations should aim to strengthen capacity at the subnational as well as the 
national level, and should include a strong focus on preparedness as well as 
leadership and coordination capacities (vis-à-vis national as well as international 
actors).  

 

 
 

 	

Children participate in activities run at a child-friendly space set up at one of the main 
evacuation centers set up in Ayutthaya, north of Bangkok, October 2011.    
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