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Abstract 
 

National governments are supposed to play a pivotal role in disaster risk management 
(DRM). This paper reviews trends and patterns in developing governance and institutions in 
DRM in the Asia and the Pacific region. The paper then derives recommendations on how to 
establish disaster risk governance for developing countries, including mainstreaming DRM 
into development plans and policies. A four-pronged approach is presented: First, strengthen 
the DRM coordination role of the national government. Second, develop an enhanced legal 
framework. Third, establish a DRM focal point agency. Fourth, build a flexible cooperation 
system among concerned organizations and all levels of government. 

 
JEL Classification: Q54, H84 
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1. 
National governments are expected to play a pivotal role in disaster risk management 
(DRM). The governments in the Asia and the Pacific region have developed a wide 
range of innovative solutions at the national level. This paper reviews trends and 
patterns in developing governance and institutions in DRM, and recommends 
necessary actions to establish disaster risk governance for developing countries, 
including mainstreaming DRM into development plans and policies.  

INTRODUCTION 

Building DRM into national development strategies, programs, and projects is needed 
to protect these developments and make certain that new developments do not 
exacerbate disaster risks. Thus, each developing country should (i) place DRM as a 
core element within the structure of its government; (ii) legally define its mandate, 
status, and coordination role with line ministries and a focal point agency; and (iii) 
establish mechanisms for coordinating with and supporting local governments.  

The paper examines models of the focal point agency of DRM at the national level in 
the region. There is no “one-size-fits-all” model for the agency because of the intrinsic 
variety of disaster scales and types, socio-economic conditions, and geography. Three 
models of the agency are in place: (i) the focal point for DRM is designated as a 
coordination agency without any implementation role; (ii) it is located in parallel with 
other line ministries in the government; and (iii) it is developed from already existing 
implementing organizations.  

The paper examines practical mechanisms of coordinating government organizations 
and relationships between national and local governments. While local governments 
should have the primary responsibility in DRM, the national government should support 
local governments by providing technical and financial assistance in normal times, and 
by coordinating organizations concerned and deploying specialized teams to respond 
to disasters.  

2. 

Developing countries need to place DRM as a core element within the structure of the 
government to mainstream DRM into development policies and operations. The 
structure and quality of governance need to be improved at all levels from national to 
local governments by legally defining mandates and status. Also, public involvement is 
critical in all aspects of DRM.  

WHAT DISASTER RISK MANAGEMENT 
INSTITUTIONS AND POLICIES DO DEVELOPING 
COUNTRIES NEED?  

Governance is widely regarded as the key to reducing disaster risks (Ahrens and 
Rudolph 2006; Castanos and Lomnitz 2008; UNISDR 2011a; Wisner et al. 2004). Many 
developing countries need responsive, accountable, transparent, and efficient 
governance structures in DRM (Davis 2011 and UNDP 2010). Governance is defined 
as an exercise of political, economic, and administrative authority in the management 
of a country's affairs. Governance influences how income and assets are distributed to 
the people; and determines how the people protect themselves from hazards, and how 
they access support in recovery (Turnbull et al. 2013). Since many developing 
countries lack the administrative, organizational, financial, and political capacity to 
effectively cope with disasters, the poor become particularly vulnerable. Low-income 
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countries have suffered only 9% of worldwide disasters since 1980, but suffered 48% 
of the fatalities (World Bank 2012c).  

The developing countries need to place DRM as a core element within the structure of 
the government. Countries with well-established institutions can decrease the number 
of affected people and economic losses from natural disasters, while mortality is 
increasing in countries with weak governance capacities (Cannon 2008; Raschky 
2008). The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), which was adopted at the World 
Conference on Disaster Reduction at Kobe in 2005, defines “development, and 
strengthening of institutions, mechanisms and capacities to build resilience to hazards” 
as one of the strategic goals, and emphasizes the action of ensuring DRM as a 
national and a local priority with a strong institutional basis for implementation 
(UNISDR, 2005). In Japan, the Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act, which was 
legislated in 1961, stipulates the DRM framework. The framework covers: (i) the roles 
and responsibilities of national and local governments and communities; (ii) the details 
of disaster management plans, institutions, and countermeasures; and (iii) platforms at 
national and local levels. 
Each country should mainstream DRM into policy, planning, and management in all 
relevant sectors. Mainstreaming DRM has important implications for a country’s growth 
and development agenda, since disasters can pose serious obstacles to socio-
economic development. The principal strategic goal of the HFA is to effectively 
integrate disaster risk considerations into sustainable development policies, planning, 
programming and financing at all levels of government. As recommended in Section 
3.2, governments should develop a range of innovative programs to prevent increasing 
vulnerability in the course of the economic development process. For example, 
Bangladesh’s Outline Perspective Plan, produced by the Planning Commission, 
integrates DRM and climate change adaptation into national development strategies 
(UNESCAP and UNISDR 2012). In Japan, the government is reviewing DRM 
approaches by learning lessons from the Great East Japan Earthquake (GEJE) in 
2011, and will mainstream DRM further in all relevant sectors by assessing risks and 
vulnerabilities, and allocating necessary resources to prepare for disasters (Committee 
on Promoting Disaster Management of Central Disaster Management Council 2012).  
A wide range of stakeholders must be coordinated, since DRM concerns everyone. 
DRM requires a multi-sectoral approach, which covers urban development, 
infrastructure, water, education, health, and many other sectors. Single-sector 
development planning cannot address the complexity of problems caused by disasters, 
nor can such planning build resilient societies (World Bank 2012b). For example, DRM 
plans should be linked with urban planning and DRM education at school, which are 
effective measures to decrease disaster casualties and damage. Since no single 
organization can have the ultimate responsibility for managing disaster risks, various 
stakeholders should share the responsibility. In addition to governmental organizations, 
the private sector and civil society play crucial roles in DRM (IRP 2009). The private 
sector can contribute to mitigating disaster damage in a wide range of areas, such as 
the logistics of providing relief goods, payment of insurance claims, restoration of 
damaged infrastructure, and the continuation of banking services. Civil society 
organizations (CSOs) can respond to the various needs of affected people at the 
grassroots level. As discussed in Section 3.1, the government and CSOs can play 
strategic roles in creating safety net systems to protect vulnerable groups from 
disasters.  

Each country should create a platform to coordinate various organizations at different 
levels. Inter-sector coordinating mechanisms are needed to properly design and 
implement DRM strategies. UNISDR defines the national platform as a nationally-
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owned and led forum or a committee of multiple stakeholders. The national platform 
requires a number of elements—(i) political, (ii) technical, (iii) participatory, and (iv) 
resource mobilizing components—to promote DRM (UNISDR 2007; Gopalakrishnan 
and Okada 2007). As the complexity of society increases, different institutions and 
formal or informal groups can be effectively involved in DRM. As Section 3.3 
emphasizes, national governments should strengthen linkages with local governments 
to guide and support local governments to promote DRM on the ground. Also, local 
governments should create coordination mechanisms at the local level in line with 
national policies.  
The focal point agency is expected to play a leading role in promoting DRM at the 
national level. The agency should have authority to formulate a vision, develop national 
policies, allocate budgets for government organizations, demand compliance, and 
define actions for the organizations. For example, the agency can function as the 
secretariat of a DRM committee, which usually consists of ministers of concerned 
agencies and is chaired by the prime minister or president, and formulates national 
strategies and DRM plans through coordinating with line ministries and other 
organizations concerned. South Africa’s experience shows the importance of involving 
various stakeholders of governments, the private sector, and CSOs in developing and 
implementing national DRM policies (see Box 1).  

 
The focal point agency must strengthen its coordinating functions, but this is a 
complicated and challenging task. Concerned organizations do not necessarily have a 
common interest or background. A further complication comes where there are 

Box 1: Disaster Risk Management Legal Framework in South Africa 

 
The Disaster Management Act in South Africa, which was enacted in 2003, is regarded as the 
best international practice in Disaster Risk Management (DRM) legislation. The act was 
developed by close examination of existing international laws in order to devise a 
comprehensive legal framework. Broad stakeholder consultation and policy configuration 
were conducted during the 1990s. This included government organizations, the private 
sector, civil society organizations, community-based organizations, research institutions, and 
academia, and all these bodies are participating in the National Disaster Management 
Advisory Forum. Cross-party political leadership and international organizations were needed 
to support the reform process. The Act establishes the Forum as a consulting and 
coordinating body and institutions were developed based on widely accepted theories. The 
Inter-governmental Committee on Disaster Management was established as the national 
platform, and the National Disaster Management Centre (NDMC) was established as the 
focal point agency. An implementation plan was developed during the development of 
legislation. The National Disaster Management Framework outlines appropriate policy for the 
country, and guides the development and implementation of disaster management concept.  

While the disaster management center should have been positioned in a strong ministry, it 
was actually placed in the Department for Co-operative Governance and Traditional Affairs, 
which is perceived as having a low political profile and status. Also, it has been pointed out 
that links between the NDMC and local governments should be strengthened.  

 
Sources:  
Niekerk, D. V. 2006. Disaster Risk Management in South Africa: The Function and the Activity — Towards an 
Integrated Approach. Politeia 25(2) 96–116.  
 
Pelling, M., and A. Holloway. 2006. Legislation for Mainstreaming Disaster Risk Reduction. Middlesex: Tearfund.   
 
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction. 2011. Global Assessment 
Report on Disaster Reduction. Geneva. 
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horizontal disconnects between various government plans and policies at the national 
level (ADB 2013). Also, there are often wide gaps between policy and institutional 
arrangements at the national level, and community needs at the local level (Pasteur 
2011). The case of the GEJE shows the importance of coordination between structural 
and nonstructural measures. In this disaster the tsunami waves exceeded all 
expectations and predictions, and destroyed over half of the tsunami dikes in the 
Tohoku Region (Central Disaster Management Council 2011 and Ishiwatari 2012b). 
This disaster graphically demonstrated that exclusive reliance on structural measures 
will ultimately prove inadequate and ineffective, and must be supplemented with 
nonstructural measures under close coordination among concerned organizations.  

An important role of the international development agencies is to help developing 
countries to strengthen the capacity of in-country institutions mandated to lead disaster 
preparedness and response (IEG World Bank 2011). The long-term strategic 
framework of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), called ‘Strategy 2020’, calls for 
mainstreaming DRM and supporting disaster recovery (ADB 2012). The World Bank 
and the Japanese Government jointly organized the Sendai Dialogue as a special 
session during the Annual Meetings of the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund in 2012. Finance, national planning and disaster management ministers and 
heads of international financial organizations attended to discuss how to mainstream 
DRM. The Joint Statement of the dialogue requests international development 
agencies and national governments to mainstream DRM into development policies and 
investment programs (Ministry of Finance, Japan 2012). The main mission of the 
Global Facility of Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) is to mainstream disaster 
reduction and climate change adaptation in country development strategies (GFDRR 
2010). The Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) has supported developing 
countries, such as Nepal and Indonesia, to create organizations and specific budget 
lines for DRM, and to strengthen organizational capacity. The scale of annual DRM 
budgets can be regarded as an indicator of the commitment of governments to 
mainstream DRM. For example, JICA evaluates the progress of mainstreaming DRM in 
Indonesia in the context of its overall budgetary allocation (JICA 2010). The Regional 
Consultative Committee of the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (2006) identifies 
agriculture, infrastructure, housing, education, health, and financial services as priority 
sectors. 

3. 

Countries in Asia and the Pacific have substantially improved institutions and policies in 
DRM. Mega-disasters, such as the Indian Ocean Tsunami, Cyclone Nargis and the 
GEJE, became opportunities to strengthen risk governance in affected countries.  

HOW HAVE COUNTRIES IMPROVED DISASTER 
RISK MANAGEMENT INSTITUTIONS AND POLICIES? 

Various countries have developed risk governance by creating focal point agencies, 
establishing national platforms, and promoting legislation. These steps have been 
taken in line with the HFA. The number of national platforms is increasing globally, and 
rose from 38 in 2007, to 73 in 2011. An increasing number of countries have been 
adopting or updating existing DRM legislation (UNISDR, 2011b). Legislation can 
establish new agencies or empower existing agencies with new responsibilities as well 
as create budget lines and policy responsibilities (Pelling and Holloway 2006).  

There are various reasons for changing DRM institutions and policies. Changes in 
governance, such as globalization and devolution, pose substantial challenges for 
DRM institutions. The Federal Emergency Management Agency in the US moved from 
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a limited form of direct service delivery to a complex, network-based approach in the 
1990s that stretched from the federal government into state and local governments and 
the private sector (Kettl 2000).  

Mega-scale incidents can profoundly change DRM institutions. Many countries have 
been continuously strengthening national DRM systems based on lessons learned from 
disasters in and outside the countries (Amini-Hosseini and Hosseinioon 2012; Ikeda 
2012; Nishikawa 2010). The terrorist attacks of September 11 2001 in the US 
generated a major governmental reorganization there and led to the creation of the 
Department of Homeland Security. Further changes in emergency management in the 
US followed the catastrophic hurricanes of 2004 and 2005. In Taipei,China, Typhoon 
Morakat initiated a change in national institutions. The National Fire Agency was 
transformed to the National Disaster Prevention and Protection Agency through the 
Disaster Prevention and Protection Act to expand the agencies’ functions to include 
comprehensive countermeasures. Japan enacted the Disaster Countermeasure Basic 
Act in 1961 after a high tide disaster in Nagoya in 1959, which caused over 5,000 
deaths. The main driver of the latest version of Japan’s DRM plan after the GEJE is the 
need to account for low-probability, high-impact compound hazards. The governments 
need to develop mechanisms to collect disaster data to put in place more evidence 
based policies in DRM as recommended in Section 3.3.  

Countries in Asia and the Pacific have taken legislative actions to establish focal point 
agencies within their central government structures and national platforms. Of the 61 
countries and areas in the region, 30 have enacted national or central legislation that 
specifically deals with DRM (UNESCAP and UNISDR 2012). Following the Indian 
Ocean Tsunami in 2004, affected countries have strengthened their focal point 
agencies. Sri Lanka established the Disaster Management Ministry by newly creating a 
disaster management center and merging it with the meteorological agency. Thailand 
has strengthened the coordination roles of the Disaster Management Department in its 
government. Indonesia has created a national disaster management agency, and also 
local agencies throughout the country. Myanmar is planning to establish a new agency 
and to enact a national disaster management law reflecting lessons from the Cyclone 
Nargis disaster in 2008. Viet Nam and the Philippines, which are major disaster-prone 
countries in Asia, have strengthened existing legislation and institutions. Most countries 
in the Pacific have created national disaster management offices as standalone 
agencies (Hay 2009). 

3.1 How Should Focal Point Agencies Be Positioned within 
Governments? 

One of the most crucial issues is how the focal point agency should be positioned 
within the government to coordinate and lead various organizations. There is no sole 
model for institutions, since each country has developed its institutions according to the 
disaster scale and type, socio-economic conditions, and geography.  

The agencies vary considerably across Asian countries in terms of their positions within 
the government, their mandates, and roles (see Table 1). For example, floods are 
historically a major disaster and have often threatened national security in China, 
Japan, and Viet Nam. These countries have accumulated experience in flood 
management, and established strong institutions and developed countermeasures to 
mitigate flood damages (Ishiwatari 2010). Communities have prepared mainly for 
floods as major disasters. The experts in flood management have led policies and 
countermeasures in DRM including other disasters. In other Asian countries that have 
conducted relief activities following disasters as main activities, relief organizations 
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have become leading agencies within the governments. In Singapore, the focal point 
agency, the Civil Defense Force, has the main mandate of managing fire disasters and 
other urban disasters, and would probably not need drastic institutional reform to 
change it into a body for coordinating all organizations. This is because this island city-
state has rarely suffered from natural megadisasters, such as floods from major rivers 
and earthquakes, and has prepared mainly for man-made disasters in urban areas.     
Table 1: National Platform and Focal Point Agencies in Selected Asian Countries 

 National Platform 
(Chair) Focal Point Agency Related Act 

Model, 
Original 
Mandate 

Southeast Asia 
Brunei 
Darussalam 

- Nat. DM Centre, Min. of 
Home Affairs  

- (i) 

Cambodia  Nat. Com. for DM 
(PM) 

Nat. Com. DM General 
Secretariat 

Sub-decree No.35 
ANK 

(i) 

Indonesia - Nat. DM Agency DM Law (i) 
Lao PDR  Nat. DM Com.  Nat. DM Office, Min. 

Labor & Social Welfare  
 (iii) relief 

Malaysia 
  

DM & Relief Com. 
(Deputy PM) 

National Security 
Division, 
PM Dep.  

Nat. Security Council 
Directive No. 20, 
1997 

(i) 

Myanmar  Central Com, on Nat. 
Dis. Prevention (PM) 

Relief and Resettlement 
Dep. 
Min. of Social Welfare,  

Rehabilitation Board 
Act.1950, DM Law 
(draft) 

(iii) relief  

Philippines 
  

Nat. Dis, 
Coordination Council 
(Defense Minister) 

Office of Civil Defense, 
Dep. of Nat. Defense  

Dis. Risk Reduction, 
Man. & Recovery Act  

(i) 

Singapore - Civil Defense Force, Min. 
of Home Affairs  

Civil Defense Act1986 (iii) S&R, 
fire  

Thailand 
  

Nat. Dis. Prevention 
& Mitigation Com. 
(PM or Deputy PM) 

Dep. of Disaster 
Prevention & Mitigation, 
Min. of Interior 

Dis. Prevention and 
Mitigation Act, 2007  

(iii) S&R, 
fire  

Viet Nam  Central Com. for 
Flood & Storm 
Control (PM) 

DM Center, Dep. Dike 
Man. &Flood & Storm 
Control, Min. Agriculture 
Rural Development  

Decree No 168, 1990 (iii) flood 
man.  

South Asia 
Bangladesh Nat. DM Council (PM) DM Bureau, & 

Directorate of Relief and 
Rehabilitation, Min. of 
Food & DM 

DM Act, 2008 (iii) relief 

Bhutan Nat. Com. for DM  
(Cabinet Minister) 

DM Division, Min. of 
Home & Cultural Affairs 

Nat. DM Act (i) 

India  Nat.DM 
Authority(PM) 

Nat. Institute of DM, Min. 
Home Affairs 

DM Act 2005 (i) 

Maldives - DM Center, Min. of 
Defense 

(Draft) (i) 

Nepal Central Nat. Dis. 
Relief Com. (Home 
Minister) 

DM Section & Nat. 
Emergency Operation 
Centre, Min. of Home 
Affairs 

Dis. Relief Act 1982 (iii) relief 

Pakistan Nat. DM Commission 
(PM) 

Nat. DM Authority Nat. DM Ordinance 
2006 

(i) 
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Sri Lanka Nat. Council for DM 
(President and PM) 

DM Centre, Min. of DM DM Act 2005 (ii)  

East Asia 
Japan 
 

Central DM Council 
(PM) 

DM Office, Cabinet Office Dis. 
Countermeasures 
Basic Act 

(i) 

Mongolia State Emergency 
Commission (Deputy 
PM) 

Nat. Emergency Man. 
Agency  

Law on Dis. 
Protection 2003 

(iii) S&R, 
fire 

People’s 
Republic of 
China 

Nat. Commission for 
Dis. Reduction (Vice 
Premier of State 
Council) 

Nat. Dis. Reduction 
Center,  
Min. of Civil Affairs 

More than 30 laws 
and regulations 

(iii) relief 

Republic of 
Korea 

Central Safety Man. 
Council (PM) 

Nat. Emergency Man. 
Agency, 
Min. of Public 
Administration & Safety 

Act on Dis. Risk Man. 
and Reduction  

(iii) S&R, 
fire 

 
Notes: Com.: Committee, Dis.: Disaster, Dep.: Department, DM: Disaster Management, Man.: Management, 
Min: Ministry, Nat.: National, PM: Prime Minister, S & R: search and rescue. 
(i): Designation as a coordination agency without implementation role; (ii): located in parallel with other line 
ministries in the government; (iii): developed from implementation organizations. 
Source: Author’s research. 

Three models of focal point agencies are in place in Asia and the Pacific (Figure 1): (i) 
designated as a coordination agency without implementation role; (ii) located in parallel 
with other line ministries in the government; and (iii) developed from existing 
implementation organizations. Characteristics of these models are summarized in 
Table 2. 

Table 2. Characteristics of Focal Point Agencies 

 Designated coordination 
agency (i) and (ii) 

Developed from implementing 
organizations (iii) 

Background 

Newly established or 
strengthened coordinating 
body 

Long history of implementing agency in 
disaster management, such as fire 
management, relief, or engineering 

Staff  
Limited number and 
experience 

Large number and experiences in related 
field  

Budget  Limited  Budget for project implementation  

Sustainability Difficult without donor support  Sustainable 

Institutional 
development 

Often established as a new 
organization from scratch Can utilize existing institutions and staff 

Activity  Neutral  
May overlook, or be biased on, one or 
more key variables of original mandate  

Coordinating 
power  

Need authority, such as 
chairmanship of state heads Can utilize original mandate as leverage  

 
Source: Author’s elaboration. 
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Model 1: Designated coordination agency  

The focal point agency is designated as a coordinating and leading agency under a 
leading national body, such as the prime minister or president’s office (Figure 1 (a)). 
The agency does not implement projects and relief activities. The agency reports to the 
head of state, and coordinates and leads policy formulation, disaster management, and 
other key countermeasures. This case includes Indonesia and Japan. 

Figure 1. Models of Focal Point Agency 
 

(a) Designated office 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(b) Located in parallel with line ministries 

 
 

(c) Developed from existing implementing agency 
Source: Author’s elaboration. 

The agency can neutrally coordinate various organizations and key stakeholders. This 
model is the most desirable, if properly formed. This is because the agency has no 
implementation roles and can function without the biases of the own interests of the 
agency. Establishing and empowering this agency needs a strong political commitment 
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and legal basis for it to develop and function as planned. For example, in Cambodia the 
focal point agency faces difficulty in coordination because of weak integration into the 
national administrative and budgetary structure of the government (ADPC 2007). 

The agencies usually have limited internal capacity in financing and staff, and often 
face difficulties in coordinating and leading related governmental organizations. The 
agencies are usually established from scratch, or developed from weak organizations. 
New management and staff must be employed, and legislation and facilities must be 
developed when new offices are created. Some line ministries, which have a longer 
history, more capable staff, and larger budget than the focal point agency, tend to 
independently conduct projects without proper coordination with other organizations. 

The agency needs to be located under a leading organization in the government, such 
as the president’s or cabinet offices. In Asia, some agencies are situated in home 
affairs or defense ministries. Agencies with considerable political influence can promote 
effective DRM programs (World Bank 2012c). If the agency reports to the head of 
state, it can have the capacity to coordinate other line ministries. Central ministries, 
such as finance and economic planning ministries, can promote effective coordination 
and prioritization of DRM policies and programs, as well as resource allocation across 
different ministries (World Bank 2012a). However, in practice, these ministries rarely 
play a principal role in DRM. 

Agencies in developing countries find it difficult to remain sustainable. This is a 
particular challenge for organizations without the injection of continual foreign 
assistance. International development organizations often support developing countries 
to establish and operate the agencies. Since DRM is not necessarily a high priority in 
these countries, the agencies often face difficulties in securing budgets for operation 
and even staff salaries once support from other countries or international organizations 
ends.  

Model 2: Located in parallel with other line ministries in the government  

The agency is located in parallel with other line ministries in the government (Figure 1 
(b)). The agency, as a standalone coordinating body, does not have the authority or 
capacity to influence policy decisions for DRM at the highest level (World Bank 2012c). 
The case of Sri Lanka falls under this model.   
Coordinating powerful ministries is a major challenge. Timor-Leste, for example, failed 
to promote DRM in line ministries because of the relatively isolated and weak position 
of the National Disaster Management Department (UNISDR 2011a). One important 
lesson from the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in Kobe, 1995, is that the national 
government needs strong leadership in disaster management. It was found that the 
focal point agency must establish a strong network to promptly collect damage 
information on the ground from line ministries, to timely report the situation to the Prime 
Minister, and to coordinate various ministries for effective response. Japan moved the 
disaster management office from a coordinating agency to the Cabinet Office, and 
created the Disaster Management Minister to strengthen its coordinating power. In the 
Maldives, the Disaster Management Center was moved from the housing ministry to 
the defense ministry with a higher profile in the government to strengthen capacities in 
reporting to the president and coordinating with other ministries.  

Model 3: Developed from existing implementing organizations  

The agency has been developed from existing implementing organizations, such as fire 
management and relief response organizations (Figure 1 (c)). The agencies have 
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expanded their functions from disaster response to coordinating policies and 
countermeasures in the pre-disaster phase. This case includes Bangladesh, Thailand 
and Viet Nam.  

There are risks that the agencies are biased in coordination activities reflecting the 
mandates of their original agencies. While the agencies may have expertise, sufficient 
budgets, and experts in areas related to DRM, such as fire management, engineering 
and logistics, it is difficult for these agencies to promote areas in which they have 
limited knowledge and experience. For example, these organizations naturally put a 
higher priority on their original mandates for requesting foreign assistance in capacity 
building rather than other functions. Disaster management in most countries in this 
group has started from providing people affected by disasters with relief goods and 
conducting search and rescue activities. From such a beginning, Bangladesh was the 
first South Asian nation to establish a disaster management ministry (ADPC 2007).  

Such agencies cannot easily expand their roles to coordination and holistic policy 
formulation at the pre-disaster stage, or promote DRM investment. Coordinating and 
leading other organizations is completely different from their original mandate. Some 
agencies originally aimed at effectively delivering and managing relief goods, and 
deploying search and rescue teams in devastated areas at the response phase. The 
functions of DRM at the pre-disaster phase include a wide range of policies and 
measures, such as infrastructure, urban development, and early warning, and need to 
involve more agencies and stakeholders in the process.  

For example, DRM institutions have evolved uniquely in Viet Nam. The focal point 
agency, the Disaster Management Center, is located in the department of dyke 
construction under the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, which has the 
major mandate of constructing and maintaining river and coastal dykes. This is 
because the major disasters in Viet Nam are floods and high tides. Most staff of the 
center are engineers in flood control. The ministry is upgrading the center to the 
departmental level to provide a higher authority for coordination. If they can succeed in 
promoting a holistic approach including nonstructural measures and community-based 
activities, the country will become a good example for showing that an engineering-
oriented organization can holistically manage disaster risks. Engineering organizations 
have a predisposition to focus on structural measures, and often tend to ignore 
nonstructural measures.  

3.2 How Can Focal Point Agencies Coordinate Other 
Organizations? 

There are similarities and common practices in coordinating organizations in terms of 
their enabling legislation, the national platform, and disaster management planning in 
Asia and the Pacific. Each country has made efforts to strengthen coordinating 
functions. It is important to seek political support for promoting DRM. In addition, 
practical methods of coordination should be established. Major practices that countries 
can apply are given below.  
Practice 1: The national platform functions as the highest decision making body. 

Many countries have established the national platforms that the heads of states or 
leading ministers usually chair, and these consist of various public organizations. High-
profile leadership is a prerequisite for coordination. The platforms decide policies, draft 
acts, and formulate long- and medium-term plans as well as coordinate response 
activities in emergency. This practice is widely shared among countries in Asia and the 
Pacific.  
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Practice 2: Sub-committees under the national platforms play important roles in 
coordinating specific issues.  
In Sri Lanka, various committees coordinate issues at different levels in the 
government. In addition to the National Council chaired by the President, the Disaster 
Management Center, the focal point agency, has established committees to practically 
coordinate DRM measures. The National Disaster Management Coordination 
Committee, chaired by the Secretary of the Ministry of Disaster Management, consists 
of 73 government organizations, and 127 members of government organizations, 
development agencies, NGOs, and private companies to coordinate DRM 
countermeasures. Under the committee, three subcommittees and the Inter-Agency 
Disaster Management Committee were established. Also, technical committees were 
created to produce building codes and disaster management guidelines for road 
maintenance and earthquake-warning related facilities. These technical committees 
consist of the officers of governmental organizations, international organizations, the 
private sector, and academia. In Japan, the Cabinet Office can establish expert panels, 
such as the panels reviewing countermeasures for the GEJE and assessing risks and 
damages of potential mega earthquakes. The recommendations and output from these 
panels guide line ministries to promote policies and measures.  

Practice 3: Political commitment should be secured in coordinating mechanisms.  
In Indonesia, the National Disaster Management Agency, the focal point agency, 
directly reports DRM situations to the President. In Japan, the Cabinet submits an 
annual white paper report on DRM to the National Diet. The white paper covers the 
status and issues of DRM, and specifies the budgetary allocations for the DRM 
programs of line ministries. The Diet forms a special permanent committee for disaster 
management in both its lower and upper houses to monitor governmental DRM 
initiatives. 

Practice 4: Focal point agencies in national governments should have a mandate to 
allocate DRM budgets. 

Budgets are typically allocated directly to line ministries. While focal point agencies 
coordinate and lead DRM policies, they rarely have such a mandate. As exceptional 
cases, the focal point agencies in Indonesia and Malaysia have authority to allocate 
emergency budgets to government organizations concerned in emergency cases. Also, 
the Office of Civil Defense in the Philippines manages an emergency fund for response 
and rehabilitation activities. 

Practice 5: Focal point agencies can utilize drills and training as opportunities to 
strengthen coordinating capacities and networks.  

A wide range of organizations, such as the military, civil society organizations, public 
works organizations, and the education ministry, are usually involved in conducting 
drills and training. Through preparing and conducting training and drills, the focal point 
agencies can strengthen communication and networks with other organizations.  

Practice 6: Focal point agencies can strengthen coordinating powers. 

This can be achieved by receiving staff seconded from line ministries or recruiting staff 
with experience of working at these ministries. In Japan, staff of the disaster 
management office in the Cabinet Office, including those at the management level, is 
seconded from line ministries. Through these staff members, the cabinet office can 
coordinate with other line ministries.  
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3.3 How Can National and Local Governments Establish 
Coordinating Relationships? 

Since natural disasters are fundamentally local in nature, local governments and 
communities are in a good position to be the first responder, and to have the principle 
responsibility for DRM. National governments have various roles to support local 
governments to prepare for and respond to disasters. During normal times, the national 
government can provide financial and technical support to local governments in 
promoting DRM. The national governments should substantially support local 
governments when the local governments cannot manage large-scale disasters. 
Decentralization is required for the local governments to promptly respond to disasters 
on the ground. However, powers and budgets should be gradually devolved to the local 
governments, taking into account the limits of their capacity. 

The national government can support local governments in strengthening DRM during 
normal times. The national government guides the local governments to establish DRM 
mechanisms by enacting new laws and budgetary systems. In Japan, prefectural and 
municipal governments have the primary responsibility for DRM, while the national 
government has responsibility for developing large-scale DRM infrastructures, such as 
dams and embankments for managing floods and droughts in major rivers. The 
national government in Japan does not have local offices. This is because local 
governments and communities have developed capacities by coping with disasters as 
local events through their history. The Indonesian Government has supported local 
governments to create DRM offices in all 33 states, and in around 400 prefectures and 
cities, since 2008. The national government is establishing tsunami warning systems 
with local governments.  

The national government can provide financial subsidies to local governments to 
promote DRM at the local level. Local governments are unlikely to put a high priority on 
DRM among various development areas because of limited financial capacity. A 
national subsidy mechanism is useful to promote countermeasures as a minimum 
requirement throughout the country (Ishiwatari 2012a). For example, retrofitting schools 
and hospitals that are crucial in disaster management operations needs financial 
support from the national government. Budgets and authorities are often devolved to 
local governments in the education and health sectors. The local governments tend to 
put higher priority on allocating budgets for constructing new buildings or purchasing 
equipment, rather than retrofitting existing buildings in preparation for unpredictable 
earthquakes.  

Some national governments have established local offices or seconded their staff to 
local governments to promote capacity development, and to guide and support DRM at 
the local level. Sri Lanka has created new district disaster management coordination 
units at the local level. Myanmar has seconded national government officers to local 
offices. In Viet Nam, the national government dispatches staff to support and guide 
local governments in emergency response. 

The national government’s support is required when local governments cannot properly 
respond to large-scale disasters. Various government agencies can mobilize experts, 
including search and rescue teams, medical teams, and engineers to devastated areas 
by utilizing national networks. Also, the national government provides meteorological 
and hydrological services and disaster information, such as monitoring and warnings of 
typhoons, floods, tsunamis and earthquakes. Based on disaster information received 
from the national government, local governments can issue evacuation orders to the 
public. In the GEJE, many municipalities suffered serious damage to their office 
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buildings and incurred considerable staff losses, which hampered their disaster 
response timing and effectiveness. The national agencies of the police, fire 
departments, infrastructures, medical facilities, and self-defense forces had prepared 
specialized teams by compiling rosters and conducting training during normal times, 
and were able to start deploying these teams on 11 March 2011, the day of the 
disaster.  

Powers and budgets in DRM should be gradually devolved from the national 
government, while taking into account the limited capacity of local governments. 
Decentralization is required to promptly respond to disasters on the ground. In 
developing countries, however, limited capacity at the local level is a common problem. 
Since DRM is a relatively new mandate for local governments in developing countries, 
it takes some time for local governments to accumulate experience, and develop 
capacities and institutions.  

4. 
Countries in Asia and the Pacific have substantially developed disaster risk governance 
by creating focal point agencies, establishing national platforms, promoting legislation 
in line with the HFA, and developing mechanisms for cooperation of national and local 
governments. Megadisasters, such as the Indian Ocean Tsunami, Cyclone Nargis and 
the GEJE, became opportunities for making these improvements. A designated 
coordinating agency with high authority in the government is theoretically required to 
neutrally coordinate and to lead organizations concerned with DRM, but this has not 
been easy to realize. In some countries implementing agencies have expanded their 
mandates for coordination. The focal point agencies have made various practical 
efforts in coordination, such as forming technical committees.  

CONCLUSIONS 

While devolution to local governments is needed to effectively respond to the needs of 
people affected by disasters on the ground, local governments typically face difficulties 
in taking on powers and budgets devolved from the national government because of 
their limited capacity. In some cases, national governments have established local 
offices or seconded staff to the local governments to promote DRM at the local level. 
Some national governments have also provided local governments with financial 
subsidies and technical support to guide DRM measures at the local level.   
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APPENDIX: DISASTER RISK MANAGEMENT 
GUIDANCE FOR DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
Place DRM as a core part of national development strategies and programs in order to 
mainstream DRM. 

Firstly, by strengthening the coordination role of the national government through an 
enhanced legal framework: 

• The designated coordinating agency with high status in the government should 
be set as the ultimate goal of establishing the focal point agency at the national 
level. This agency has authorities to formulate a vision and national policies, to 
allocate DRM-related budgets for government organizations and to demand 
compliance and actions from the organizations.  

• Since it is quite difficult to form such agency in practice, a gradual approach 
should be taken. A coordinating body could be newly established or 
strengthened as the focal point agency. Alternatively, an existing organization of 
disaster management, such as fire management or relief, could expand its 
functions to coordinate other organizations at the pre-disaster stage.  

• The focal point agency should be situated under a leading body in the 
government, such as the cabinet office, president’s office, home affairs ministry 
or defense ministry. The coordination agency needs a high-profile status inside 
the government.  

Secondly, by building up a flexible cooperation system among concerned organizations 
and with local governments:  

• The focal point agency should develop practical methods of coordinating other 
ministries and local governments. These include receiving seconded staff from 
line ministries and seconding staff to local governments.  

• Decentralization is required to promptly respond to disasters on the ground. 
However, power and budget should be gradually devolved to the local 
governments, taking into account limits of their capacity.  

• National governments should provide financial and technical support to local 
governments in promoting DRM at the local level. When local governments lose 
their capacity of disaster management in megadisasters, the national 
government needs to mobilize resources throughout the country to respond to 
the disaster. 
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